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Dedication 


For Tony, who always knew | could. 


Chapter One 


“Hey Dom! Go long!” 

Dom turned. The parking lot was a mass of students 
rustling like leaves to get into the building on time. Forty 
feet away, Dom caught sight of the person shouting— 
Chance stood by his green and gray Subaru, winding up to 
send a football flying. He smiled and jogged to the outer 
reaches of his friend’s range. 

Chance didn’t hesitate. The kids filtering around him 
moved out of the way, and the football went soaring into the 
autumn air, headed for its target. Dom ran the last ten feet 
and jumped to make the catch; the ball landed perfectly in 
his arms. 

Cheers erupted before his feet even touched the ground. 
He landed softly on the concrete, backpedaling to catch up 
with the momentum. 

“Nice catch!” 

“Yeah, Dom!” 

“Lucky Number Seven!” 

Dom stopped to look around a bit sheepishly—people had 
paused to watch his catch, and were now stepping a little 
more enthusiastically towards the back doors, excited at 
seeing their star quarterback in action. The football season 
was in full swing, and almost everyone rallied to see him 
bring home another win. 

Almost everyone. A figure caught Dom’s eye, on the 
fringes of the parking lot: a dark figure slumped up against 
an ebony Jaguar. He seemed out of place in a lot full of 
second-hand high school student cars. Cigarette smoke 
seeped from its mouth with indifference. He hadn’t even 
glanced Dom's way. 

“Freaking awesome catch!” 

Dom snapped his attention back to the people in front of 
him. Chance was catching up, shuffling his backpack from 


one shoulder to the other. The jock shook his thoughts of 
the stolid goth and smiled at his friend. “You’d think we 
were celebrities or something,” he joked, tossing the ball 
back to him. 

A crooked smile spread across Chance’s face, and he 
slung an arm around Dom’s neck. “Don’t you know, man? 
We are celebrities. Five wins in a row! We're on top of the 
fucking world!” 

A laugh was Dom’s only response. The attention was 
going to Chance’s head, but Dom could feel it too, like the 
entire town was cheering for them. He involuntarily glanced 
back over his shoulder, to the figure on the edge of the 
parking lot. “What’s his deal?” he asked hesitantly. He 
remembered seeing the goth out smoking sometimes in the 
morning, but never paid much attention. 

Chance looked over, following Dom’s gaze. An instant 
frown took his face. “Fucking Freak. He’s a piece of work... | 
guess the school’s fined him a dozen times, doesn’t care. 
His parents pay for it all anyway.” He looked to Dom—the 
quarterback didn’t seem satisfied with the explanation. 
“C’mon,” he prompted. “That’s the one-minute bell.” 

Dom turned, shrugging it off. “Yeah. I’m coming.” He 
followed his friend into the building. 

2K KKK 

Across the parking lot, Damion watched the football 
players disappear into the building with a dark frown. Every 
morning it was the same, jocks and their girlfriends walking 
in like the school was theirs. It disgusted the young goth. 
Smoke seeped from his lips coldly, watching the letterman 
jackets and bleach blond hair filtering into the school. They 
were so cocky, so ignorant. 

But the school was theirs. Everywhere they went people 
fought for their attention; teachers excused them from 
everything, looking the other way when they walked in late 
or turned in assignments days overdue. It was sick. Nothing 
else mattered when football season was in full swing. 


“Just a bunch of apes.” 

Damion turned to find the voice—a woman had come up 
behind him and stood at his bumper. She was punk this 
week, with a skull shirt and a purple streak in her strawberry 
hair. She watched as another truck full of jocks pulled in. 

“It’s a miracle they know what side of the street to drive 
on,” she added. 

Damion didn’t care. He flicked the smoked butt away on 
the pavement and shouldered his messenger bag, then 
started towards the back doors; he bought liquor from the 
girl once and she thought they were friends. As it was, the 
only thing keeping him from driving away from all of it was 
that he had nowhere else to go. 

“Hey, listen,” she caught up with him. “Rex is having a 
party at his place this weekend. We’ve got booze and X, and 


“Fuck off, Terissa.” He left her standing on the pavement 

alone. 
2K KKK 

“Hey Dom, are you coming to the pep rally tomorrow 
night? My squad’s performing.” 

Dom turned to find Christine tucking a renegade tress of 
hair behind her ear. She was cute, holding her books like 
that, raven hair framing her face. He opened his locker and 
retrieved his history textbook, offering one of his winning 
smiles. “Of course, babe. You know | wouldn’t miss it.” 

She smiled back—she could always count on him. “Great! 
See you there!” 

He nodded and closed his locker. She stood on her tiptoes 
to give him a quick kiss, then took off down the hall. 

Dom wove his way through the crowded hallway in the 
opposite direction, headed towards to his last class before 
lunch. He had done well in school, and most of his classes 
were honor and college level; Ancient Civilizations was his 
only high school level course, and it always dragged. He 
hurried through the chaos apologetically. He always felt 


naked in a crowd alone. Everyone looked at him, and deep 
down, he was afraid of what they might see. He cast his 
eyes down and hurried through the crowd. 

2K KKK 

Damion slammed his locker shut and cranked his 
headphones, allowing the vicious screams and metallic bass 
to wash over him. He was going to be late to history, but it 
didn’t really bother him. Except the way people stared when 
he walked through the door. Sometimes he thought about 
screaming at them, but that would only confirm everything 
they had ever said. He turned. 

Just in time to knock Dom Sal’s books to the floor. For a 
split second there was silence; Damion glanced up in fear to 
see the same fear in Dom’s eyes. It puzzled him. 

Then, “Watch it, fag!” Jake barked. He appeared out of 
nowhere, slamming Damion against the lockers so hard his 
Skull rattled. 

The massive tackle guard glared viciously before turning 
to Dom, smiling like nothing had happened. “Hey, man, did 
you catch the game last night?” 

“I... No,” Dom glanced back. The goth hadn’t moved, but 
Jake was already walking away. After a moment, Dom 
caught up with him. What else could he do? “... Did they 
end up making it?” 

Damion remained where he had been pushed, leaning 
against the lockers. He wouldn’t fight back, not in the 
middle of the hallway. It would just put him back in 
detention. He needed to get to history anyway. 

2K KKK 

Mr. Vito’s classroom was interesting. The slightly eccentric 
teacher had posters of everywhere, from Rome to China to 
modern-day Canada, all portraying some landscape or 
artifact or leader. Vito had the slightly off habit of licking his 
lips while talking, tongue darting out like a frog every other 
sentence. He was often the brunt of James’ jokes, one of the 
three seniors—Dom, Damion, and him—who had the class. 


Dom slid into his back row seat, catching the figure of 
Damion several seats ahead. He tried to act nonchalant— 
Damion didn’t even look up. For the first time Dom actually 
considered the goth, looked at him. He always had those 
headphones, always wore black trench coats and long- 
sleeved shirts with macabre depictions—bloody daggers and 
Skeleton figures—and always wore black eyeliner, thick. His 
piercings seemed designed to shock: two black rings 
through his bottom lip reminded Dom of snake fangs, and a 
strange silver metal knotwork design was actually woven 
into the skin on the back of his neck. He’d seen the goth 
before, in class, but paid him little attention. He was quiet; 
Dom couldn’t remember ever having heard his voice. Maybe 
Vito never called on him for fear of what his answer might 
be. 

“Hey Dom, did you see the game?” James asked, reclining 
with ease in the seat next to Dom, who glanced over 
amiably, but said nothing, lost in his thoughts. It disquieted 
James. 

“Attention, class,” Mr. Vito spoke up, “Let’s get started.” 
Things quieted down, and the snarling voices of Damion’s 
headphones ended abruptly. “Now you all know we're 
starting our Roman unit—an important chapter in history.” 
He retrieved a large folder from his desk, opening it and 
producing a paper. “The first thing is to assign you new unit 
comrades. Every activity that requires a partner will be done 
with your comrade. And no trading,” he added, glancing at 
several previous offenders. “The point of this is to expand 
your horizons and build teamwork. I’ve already made the 
list, so don’t even bother requesting a change.” 

Same old story, Dom knew. They’d gotten this speech 
before, and people still tried to switch partners. There was 
no use fighting it. Dom had been lucky last time with a 
freshman track team kid who thought Dom walked on water. 
It made conversations awkward, but the projects easy. He 
pulled a three ring binder. 


“Brad Bell and James West,” Vito began. “Ashley Baker 
and Jessica Stanford.... Joey Hays and James West...” And 
finally, “...Dom Sal and Damion Adrik.” 

Dom started writing the name in his notebook, then 
stopped short. Damion Adrik? 

He glanced up to the goth—Damion’s expression hadn’t 
changed much, but his eyes look ready to kill. This was not 
going to go well. 

Mr. Vito finished reading the list, then replaced the paper 
in favor of his class. “Remember, the point of comrades is to 
learn more about someone you might not otherwise interact 
with. Right now | want you to find your partner and get to 
know them. By the end of ten minutes you should be able to 
tell me their full name, favorite band, color, ice cream, 
and...” 

“If they’re single or not,” offered James. He obviously 
wanted a chance to use one of his infamous pick-up lines on 
the blonds a row over. 

Vito didn’t notice. “Why not? So that’s band, color, ice 
cream, and if they have a significant other. Ten minutes— 
go.” James rose, smacking Damion up the backside of his 
head before leaving, smirking confidently to himself. 

Damion grunted angrily before turning with reluctance to 
find Dom with that heart-winning smile plastered across his 
face. “Start talking.” 

Dom winced at the anger in Damion’s voice, but only 
paused a moment. “Well, um... My favorite band is 
Switchfoot. His newest album is my favorite. Color... red or 
blue... Cookie dough ice cream, and | have a girlfriend, 
Christine. She’s on the cheer team here at school.” 

Damion’s gaze hardened; of course he’d be dating a 
cheerleader. “Marilyn Manson, black, vanilla, single,” he 
rattled off. 

“Marilyn Manson?” 

“Marilyn Mason,” he snapped. “Got a problem with that?” 

“No...” 


Damion said nothing further. Dom tried again. “I’ve heard 
Good Charlotte on the radio sometimes. | like it.” 

“You would.” 

“...Do you like just heavy metal, or...” 

“Yes.” 

“Oh...” He considered mentioning activities—church, 
football, pep rallies, clubs, anything. Then he realized 
Damion didn’t do any of those. In fact, he didn’t really do 
much of anything, at least that Dom could tell. Reverting to 
the only option left, he asked, “What’s the design, on the 
back of your neck?” 

Damion’s gaze turned to ice, but he did not respond. 

The pair remained in an awkward silence while the groups 
around them chattered on. The girls in the next row 
guffawed at each other’s ex-boyfriends, giggling and 
gawking. Damion disliked women, and it showed; for the 
first time, Dom pondered this—no one else in all of Marcella 
High seemed so disinterested in the opposite sex. The jock 
made a mental note to check around and see who he hung 
out with. Damion was too attractive and dark not to have a 
girl. Maybe not a girlfriend, but definitely a girl. 

“Alright everyone! Quiet down!” Vito called. “Time for 
your first comrade assignment.” The classroom went 
reasonably silent. “You and your partner are to watch a 
movie based on the happenings in ancient Rome. | have 
already selected your movies, and also have the copies from 
the school library. Your movie must be watched by next 
Wednesday.” 

A chorus of “What?” “That’s less than a week!” and “Hell, 
no!” resounded. Mr. Vito smiled in turn. 

“I know it’s less than a week, but | am fully confident 
you'll find time—I’m giving you a weekend.” He moved to a 
stack of movies. “Every movie has a list of questions, 
synopsis and analysis. You must watch the movie with your 
comrade, because on Wednesday l'Il have a quiz drawn up 
of the exact same questions—you’ll have to answer with 


what you and your partner discussed. If your answers don’t 
match up, points will be docked.” This caused dissension, 
but the graying teacher simply began passing out the 
movies. “You have another five minutes to discuss logistics 
with your comrades.” 

Eventually Mr. Vito reached the pair of boys, handing over 
Julius Caesar along with the promised list of questions. 
Inscribed on a sticky note attached to the case were the 
words, Adrik, do well on this—one more F and you're gone, 
in Vito’s concise print. 

Damion cursed under his breath—now he couldn’t blow it 
off. As much as this class sucked, he needed the credit to 
graduate. And the thought of another year in this hell made 
his stomach turn. Turning to Dom, he stated dryly, “I’m free 
whenever.” 

Dom nodded. “I’m really only free tonight, with the pep 
rally tomorrow and the game on Saturday, then church on 
Sunday and—” 

“Tonight’s fine.” Damion wondered what it was like to be 
that busy; he didn’t ever really do anything. “We could do it 
at my place. There’s a TV in my room, with surround.” 

Dom agreed, wondering what it was like to be that rich; 
he didn’t even own a DVD player. “Um... | don’t have a car. 
Do you think you could pick me up?” 

“Where do you live?” 

Dom hesitated, then plowed forward, trying to mask his 
insecurity. “Over in the Saint Michael Charity Housing, off 
Eight Avenue.” 

Damion paused, surprised. Everyone knew the Charity 
Housing was for families with no other choice. It was a 
twenty minute drive from his house into town, and the extra 
distance to the Charity Housing would make it a forty 
minute drive both ways. “Come with me right after school. 
It’s easier.” 

“Sure. I’m not doing anything. Coach gave us the night 
off.” And Dom knew his parents wouldn’t even notice his 


absence. “Where should | meet you?” 

“Out back. It’ll save your reputation.” Damion didn’t try to 
stave his sarcasm. 

Dom’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean?” 

“Do you really want to be seen getting a ride anywhere 
with the cocksucking Freak?” 

“Look, I’m sorry—” 

“Front or back?” he insisted. He wanted no apology, 
especially from Dom. 

And the jock knew it. “Fine—front.” 

With a snarl, Damion conceded, “Fuck, it’s your 
reputation.” 


Chapter Two 


Damion’s Jaguar smelled like weed. Dom had known he 
smoked—the kid always smelled like cigarettes—but hadn’t 
known exactly how far that went. He’d heard marijuana was 
an expensive habit. One that Damion could apparently 
afford. 

“Hey,” Dom greeted as he slid into the car, trying not to 
appear too impressed. The exterior paint was ebony and the 
leather interior black; a massive stereo system adorned the 
back shelf, and the bass rumbled like thunder as a deep, 
resonate voice screamed of death and pain. Ignoring the 
curious stares of his peers, Dom rode off with the last 
person on earth he’d expected to spend the afternoon with. 

Rolling out of the parking lot, Dom mused over the 
information he’d acquired that afternoon—the Freak, as he 
was known, didn’t have any sort of partner, at least not that 
anyone knew. When he asked Chance, his best friend 
offered a smile as one who knows an obvious truth and is 
startled by another’s lack of information. “Are you serious?” 
he’d laughed. “Dom, that kid’s a fag. You know, like, he does 
men.” Dom didn’t want to think about it. 

Other than that, not a lot was to be found about the 
Freak. No one knew him. He didn’t have any friends, went 
out to lunch alone, no one knew where. Dom heard a 
different story from everyone—the knotwork on the back of 
his neck was Satanic, he sacrificed cats in his basement, 
Slept in a coffin, was a schizophrenic and disappeared once 
a month to the psych ward. It was a general consensus that 
he had sold his soul to the devil and actually drank blood. 
Damion never challenged the rumors, either, which made it 
all the more intriguing. Unease settled in the pit of Dom’s 
stomach as they drove further and further from the school. 

“Is this Marilyn Manson?” Dom asked once they reached 
the outer city limits. 


Damion grunted the affirmative. 

Awkward silence. 

Dom tried again. “You can understand what he’s saying?” 
It all sounded like inarticulate screams to him, though 
occasionally he’d catch ‘pain’ or ‘sword.’ 

“Sure,” Damion replied. “This one’s about suicide.” 

“That’s kind of depressing.” 

Damion grunted. “That’s life.” 

“So what’s the point?” 

A pause. “What do you mean?” 

“What’s the point, listening to lyrics that say life sucks?” 

“Marilyn Manson is a genius. If you took half a minute and 
pulled your head out of your ass to listen, you’d get it.” 

Dom ignored the insult. “Get what? That life is tough?” 

“Life is shit. That’s the truth in the song.” 

“Life isn’t that depressing.” 

Damion smirked. 

“I mean, come on,” Dom tried again, “Sometimes life 
sucks, but | don’t let it get me down. My parents could care 
less about me, and they'll probably forget all about me as 
soon as l'm off at college, but | don’t care. | have a Father in 
heaven who loves me more than anything, and | love Him. 
That’s what matters.” 

“And your glorious Father in heaven loves you just as you 
are,” Damion remarked sarcastically. “He knows your sins 
and loves you anyway.” 

“That’s right,” Dom defended. “God sees what we can 
be.” 

“Well you know what, Dom? Sometimes it’s better to be 
hated for what you are than loved for what you could be. For 
what you aren’t. At least your parents don’t delude 
themselves into thinking you’re someone and something 
you're not.” 

“And what do your parents think you are?” 

Damion hesitated, wanting to scream at him, to channel 
all his anger produced by this onto the jock. Every time he 


” 


glanced over, the intense green eyes were watching him, 
giving him full attention as if actually trying to understand. 
He gripped the steering wheel, hard. “Look, all I’m saying is 
that life is shit, and I’m not afraid to say it. And neither is 
Marilyn Manson.” 

Dom let the subject drop. He could tell Damion didn’t spill 
his guts. But how could anyone take the Freak for anything 
but what he was? Angry, macabre, cold, antireligious; there 
was no mistaking those traits. What did his parents see? 

Then this morning came to his mind, when Damion 
accidentally knocked his books to the floor. Did Adrik’s 
parents know how the jocks beat up on him every day, the 
hell he got for the way he looked, the kind of music he 
listened to? Of course, Damion did kind of ask for it. He 
chose to wear those clothes, look so different. It was his own 
fault he got picked on so much. He set himself up. 

But then, just because he didn’t look like Chance and 
everyone else didn’t give them a license to beat up on him. 
“alm sorry.” 

“I’m not.” 

They rode the rest of the way in silence. 

2K KKK 

Damion’s house was huge. When the pair stepped past 
the massive oak portal, their footsteps echoed. 

“Ma!” Damion called. “I’m home!” 

Mrs. Adrik appeared at the top of an open staircase. She 
was the perfect Leave-It-to-Beaver mother, complete with 
pearls and a smile, though her countenance seemed flawed, 
almost insecure. She had features much like Damion, pale 
Skin and dark black hair. It was easy to see where the goth 
got his unique looks. “I’m glad you’re home,” she smiled. 
“Your father and | were just getting ready to go to Bruce’s 
art show.” 

“Me and Dom are doing homework,” Damion barked over 
his shoulder. “Don’t disturb us.” 


Dom caught a slightly crushed, “Okay,” as they 
descended a flight of stairs to the left. They were obviously 
entering Damion’s demesne—a blacklight illuminated an 
actual sword mounted on the wall next to a door at the 
bottom of the stairs. Damion said nothing as they entered 
his room. 

Like the rest of the house, it was huge. A couch lined one 
wall, and the other sported a king-size four poster bed 
without curtains. The television was a big screen, and 
speakers sat on elevated shelves situated around the room. 
The whole thing had a fantasy feel to it, enforced by a large 
crimson dragon painted on the wall above the couch. 
Damion locked the door behind them. 

“Have a seat,”—he gestured towards the couch. Dom 
noticed a poster above Damion’s headboard: the same 
knotwork design that threaded the back of the goth’s neck, 
black outlined in red. He felt incredibly self-conscious, doing 
nothing while Damion stashed his backpack. The room was 
clean, Dom noted, surprised, and apparently organized. 

Damion turned back to the jock, tossing him the movie. 
“You can go ahead and set it up—just put it in the player 
and press Movie on the silver remote.” 

Dom did as he was told, then sat back on the gigantic 
beanbag which could easily host two people, if not more. He 
was about to ask Damion where he got it when his partner 
burst into a string of curses. 

“Fuck it all to hell! Where are they!” 

Dom turned to find the goth rifling through his dresser 
drawers. “What are you looking for?” 

“My gloves.” Dom had no idea why Damion would be 
looking for gloves, but when he noticed a pair folded neatly 
atop a pile of clean laundry on the couch, he brought it to 
Damion’s attention. 

“Ah, hell, Ma,” the goth cursed. 

“What?” 


“She washed them,” he explained ambiguously, pulling 
them on. They weren’t full gloves—the fingers were missing, 
and they extended halfway up his forearms. Damion loved 
the feel of their thick elastic around his hands and palms. 
Dom noted how odd it was that his partner existed so 
differently in his room—more confident, more commanding. 
It puzzled him. 

Damion shrugged off his long-sleeve shirt to reveal a 
black A-shirt beneath; it felt good to get out of the stifling 
fabric, though he knew it was necessary, if he did not have 
his gloves. 

The goth retreated to the other side of the room 
momentarily, clicking off the lights and returning with two 
Dr. Peppers, a lighter, and what first appeared to Dom to be 
a cigarette. As Damion sat next to him on the beanbag, 
however, Dom saw what it was: a joint. 

“Ready?” Damion asked, nonchalantly handing him a 
soda. 

Dom nodded, trying not to stare as Damion lit up, the 
lighter flame casting an orange-red glow across his face. 
Giving the joint a couple of experimental puffs, Damion 
returned to the TV; Dom pressed play on the remote. 

As the opening credits rolled—it was an old movie, black 
and white—the jock noticed Damion deliberately blowing a 
stream of smoke onto his gloves, apparently concentrating. 

“What are you doing?” 

Damion finished a drag. “...Smoking up my gloves.” 

“What?” 

“I like my gloves to smell like weed. | d’know... My mom 
washed ’em, so now | gotta smoke them up again.” 

“Aren't you afraid your parents are going to find out?” 

“Nah,” he smiled, expelling a stream of smoke. “I told 
“em the smell’s incense.” 

“And they believed you?” 

Damion laughed distantly. He felt himself slipping into a 
high, relaxing. It was amazing how the marijuana changed 


him—the anger melted away, and the hate. He was just 
Damion again, like he used to be before... before the 
accident. Just Damion. “My parents wouldn’t know pot if 
they ate it. They’re goody-two-shoes. Went to a Christian 
Academy. Never grew up.” Watching Dom’s intense gaze 
follow his hand as he took another drag, an idea came into 
Damion’s already clouded head. Holding out the joint, he 
offered, “Want a drag?” 

Dom paused, startled. He’d never been offered drugs 
before, by anyone. He should say no—he knew they messed 
up people’s lives and were illegal, in any case. But Damion 
seemed so serene, dragging on his joint. For the first time 
Dom saw something else beneath the goth’s hate. He 
actually seemed human. 

“It’s good stuff,” Damion urged, taking another drag. “... 
It'll make this movie a hell of a lot more interesting.” 

But the Bible said it was wrong. And what would his 
friends think? He would already have explaining to do, 
spending the afternoon at the Freak’s house. He could 
already see the annoyed expression on Christine’s face, like 
the world had done it one purpose to upset her. 

But there was something about Damion, some 
earnestness, even past his sarcasm and anger, that made 
Dom want to understand. Maybe just this once... And 
Damion was right—he was stuck here all afternoon; why not 
try something new? 

“Alright.” He took the joint, attempting to hold it like 
Damion did, between his index finger and thumb. He only 
managed to drop it. 

“Here,” Damion offered, taking it up. “Like this.” He 
scooted closer, gesturing for Dom to give him his hand. 
Damion curled the fingers in just the right way, then 
gestured for him to bring it to his lips. “Now inhale, then 
hold your breath,” he commanded. 

Dom obeyed and immediately started coughing; Damion 
pounded lightly on his back. “Breathe deeper.” Dom nodded 


and tried again. It wasn’t as bad that time, and he began to 
feel it in his head. He looked across to Damion, who wasn’t 
quite smiling, but then, he wasn’t frowning anymore either. 

The goth’s thoughts had begun to wander. He couldn’t 
help but notice Dom’s muscular arms, and the way his lips 
curled in their smile. He looked hot, reclining on the 
beanbag with a joint between his lips. And without realizing 
it, Damion had scooted close enough so their knees 
touched. 

Shit. 

The goth’s thoughts slipped further from his grasp, 
wandering in the foggy abyss as the drug passed between 
them. On screen a woman was crying, then an old man 
entered to comfort her. The scene changed, and two other 
men came on, shirtless, and talked of the common people 
while sharpening their swords. Even without color the pair 
was hot, and Damion found his mind running off, and his 
body responding. Somehow Damion’s control slipped and he 
commented, “Damn... Wouldn’t mind being stuck in the 
middle with them...” 

Shit. Now Dom would know. And he would tell all his 
friends. Everyone would know he was a— 

“Yeah,” Dom agreed eagerly. 

Damion froze. Had Dom actually said that? No, he 
couldn’t have. Dom couldn’t possibly... Religious, perfect, 
lady’s man Dominic Sal. He couldn’t possibly be... 

“Hey, it’s almost gone.” 

Damion looked over to find Dom dragging a stub of a 
joint. 

“Here,” he offered without thinking, holding the joint 
expertly to Dom’s lips, allowing the jock to get the final 
drag. He used the hand nearest to Dom to hold the weed, 
and somehow his other arm ended up across the jock’s lap. 
Funny, Damion thought, he didn’t remember putting it 
there. 


Dom felt helpless. Every sinful thought he’d ever 
conceived about another man came rushing back, catching 
him in the midst of a hurricane, freed from rational thought. 
Shit, this wasn’t supposed to be happening. He’d buried this 
years ago—God had buried it. This wasn’t supposed to be 
happening. 

But Damion’s arm felt so good across his lap, and his 
fingers felt so good against his lips. Distantly Dom wished it 
were Damion’s lips instead of fingers. And momentarily, it 
was. 

Neither knew who started the kiss, but once it began, 
neither pulled back. The movie droned on as Damion slid 
onto Dom’s lap, hearing the football star's ragged breath. 
He could taste the Dr. Pepper and marijuana on his tongue. 

Damion knew he shouldn't be doing this. This was 
Dominic Sal beneath him, for God’s sake! Dominic Sal, star 
quarterback, religion man, Mayberry jock. He even had a 
beautiful girlfriend. He was everything Damion hated. 

But he was so hot. And a really good kisser. Damion had 
never kissed anybody before, much less a guy. It was like 
being stoned and drunk and dreaming at the same time. 
Like drowning. 

Dom was panicking—a continuous stream of this is wrong 
this is wrong this is wrong this is wrong coursed through his 
head. This was crazy! Here he was, high in Damion Adrik’s 
basement, making out with a guy. And he was cheating on 
Christine. With a guy. Had someone told him this would 
happen, even this morning he would have laughed in their 
face. This was wrong. The Bible forbade it. This was wrong. 

But Damion felt so good against him, so right with him. 
His mouth tasted thick with marijuana; as the foreign 
tongue slipped in and out of his mouth, Dom felt it was 
pierced, and his face flushed. Damion was so sexy, with his 
black tank top and pale skin, piercings, his black eyeliner 
and gloves. Everything was in a haze, but the desire was 
clear, so powerful he couldn’t hope to control it. 


Without warning Damion’s hips thrust instinctively down 
against Dom’s, forcing a moan of libido from the jock’s 
mouth. He bumped back, and Damion pounded down again, 
and again, both spiraling toward some sort of end, some 
release neither understood. This is wrong, the voices inside 
them screamed. This is wrong this is wrong this is wrong this 
is wrong this is wrong— 

But it felt so good. 


Chapter Three 


Neither spoke. The effects of the marijuana had 
mellowed; they sat, both mute, watching the movie unfold. 

Damion had been the first to move after it was over. He 
knew what happened, understood the sudden wave of heat 
that engulfed him, wracking his form, though he’d never 
done anything like that before. He had lain atop Dom for he 
didn’t know how long, head resting on the other’s chest, the 
heartbeat thudding as a rhythmic tattoo in his ear. He 
remembered feeling an overwhelming calm—a_ world 
unknown to him—as he lay with Dom. Then his mind 
registered what had been done. 

With that realization came rage. Ire thundered through 
him, beleaguering his mind and assaulting the very core of 
his being—the very sound of Dom’s breath infuriated him. 
Abruptly he rolled off the jock, avoiding his gaze. An 
enervation slowed him, a strange lack of energy, and cool 
air froze the places where Dom’s warming presence had 
been just moments before. Damion felt it, mentally 
pummeling himself. 

How could he have let that happen? Damion heard the 
voices screaming in his head—how could he have done 
that? Was he really that desperate? 

Stupid. Worthless. Bastard. Idiot. 

The names circled his mind, mocking him; he was the 
name-caller, cursing himself. It felt good. 

Stupid. Whore. Weak. 

He’d lost control, let himself vomit his inner truth to 
another, expose himself. 

Brainless. Pointless. Better off dead. 

The wrath gutted him, ripping his innards to void. He 
wanted to beat himself, teach himself a lesson, punish 
himself. Animosity enflamed his being: he mattered only to 


himself. Only Damion mattered. And Damion had done the 
unspeakable. 

Stupid weak whore— 

Fag. 

The word hit him, a slap to the face. 

Fag. 

He’d never called himself that—it was ground the malice 
could not intrude upon. Not anymore. 

Fag. 

Cocksucker. 

He was a fag, just like Chance said. A good-for-nothing 
fag. He was a fag. 

The rage coursed through him, an inferno of snarling 
curses, malicious voices calling from the shadows of his 
being; there was nowhere to hide—he couldn’t escape 
himself. He wanted, needed pain: needed it. Would go 
insane without it. 

He had a switchblade on the bathroom counter. 
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Dom could feel Damion smoldering in the seat next to 
him, and he knew the goth wasn’t high anymore. The 
human Damion was gone. 

Dom had lain motionless after it was finished, hands 
holding Damion close. For a moment, it felt right, like it was 
Supposed to be that way. Then Damion moved, and Dom's 
world crumbled. 

Staring at the TV screen, questions whirled through his 
head, trapping them in their intense stares. Had he and 
Damion had sex? Was it sex if you didn’t take your clothes 
off? He vaguely remembered feeling Damion’s hands 
beneath his shirt, but did that count? Had he lost his 
virginity? How could he have let this happen? Why hadn’t he 
been able to stop? 

Because you wanted it, a soft voice whispered. You 
wanted him. 


No! He couldn’t have! He never wanted Damion—he 
didn’t want a man! He never wanted this to happen. Never. 

Would Damion think they were together now? Would he 
want to do it again? Should he tell Christine what he’d 
done? What if Damion told everyone at school? What if 
someone else found out? 

But someone did know—God. He’d sinned. He’d lain with 
a man. He’d betrayed the creator of the universe, caused 
the only person he truly loved with all his heart grief. He’d 
lain with a man. 

Shit. 

Who started it? Dom wracked his memories, trying to 
unlock them. Maybe if Damion had, he wouldn’t be so much 
to blame; but the box remained fastened shut. Distantly he 
recalled pulling Damion down atop him, but that was only 
after their lips locked. 

It didn’t matter anyway. He had been a part of it, and 
nothing could change that fact. He was guilty—it was his 
sin. There was nothing for it but to pray. 
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Abruptly Damion rose, unable to bear his rage any longer 
—it must have an outlet, something to be channeled to. He 
learned long ago his body served that purpose wonderfully. 

Without a word he walked to the bathroom—he had his 
own, adjacent to the bedroom—with a fire of malice in his 
eyes. The switchblade rested where he left it last, on the 
counter. Black case glistened in the iridescent light, the 
crimson flame design raised slightly on the handle; he had 
bought it years ago when the rage first overcame him in a 
mall—he could still see the first scarlet drops diffusing into 
toilet water in a public bathroom stall. The rage had felt so 
sweet, so satisfying when his blood accompanied it. Things 
had not changed much. 

Closing the door behind him, the goth took up the 
switchblade, feeling the flames press his palm as he flicked 
it open. He stood staring into the mirror for what seemed an 


eternity—the voices bombarded him, his own snarling voice 
the loudest. 

Worthless. 

No! Damion cried. I’m not worthless! | have me. That’s all 
| need. 

Pointless. 

Resolve faltered. 

Fag... 

Fag. 

He couldn’t escape, had no defense against his malice. 

Fag. 

There was no denying it any longer. Somehow, a small 
part of him had hoped it wasn’t true, that he was normal 
after all; now that hope was shattered. Staring straight into 
his own intense eyes, he snarled, “Fucking cocksucker.” 

That did it, culminated his malice to a calm wrath, 
pushing him over the edge. Deliberate and slow, Damion 
rolled down his glove several inches. Resting the metal 
blade against his inner forearm, he pushed while sliding it 
down, driving the voices—his own self-hate—away. A single 
line of blood flowed from under the knife, dripping into the 
sink. The pain was exquisite: he could feel its salacious 
flames leaping up his arm, down through his fingers. The 
knife cut again... and again... and again... and soon he was 
drunk on it; a steady trickle of blood flowed down the drain. 
He sighed, a satiated leer creeping across his countenance. 
The voices were with him now, raging at his stupidity 
together: he and his malice were in agreement. 

Stupid. You just made out with Mayberry hero. You just 
humped Superjock. Fag. Stupid. Weak. 

But even the weak can learn from mistakes. As Damion’s 
blood flowed onto the white porcelain, an idea materialized 
in his mind, a way to ensure he always remembered who he 
was. 

He shrugged off the tank top, feeling the cold air hit his 
Skin in a malevolent maelstrom entwined with the melody of 


destruction weaving through his soul to embrace and 
obliterate him. Raising the gleaming blade to his chest, he 
meticulously began to carve. 
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Oh God, | trust in you: let me not be ashamed—the 
twenty-fifth Psalm flowed through Dom’s mind, a cry of 
desperation—Remember not my Sips, nor my 
transgressions: according to your mercy remember me for 
your goodness’ sake, O Lord. The movie droned on, 
determined faces fighting for the people of Rome. Look to 
me, and have mercy upon me; for | am desolate and 
afflicted. Desolate, he tried to laugh—was that the right 
word? Look upon my affliction and my pain; and forgive all 
my sins. 

All this time of thinking this problem was over, that this 
had been taken care of: out the window. Pastor Clem had 
helped him out of this, back when it started freshman year. 

He’d gone to church ever since fourth grade when Chance 
invited him, and from the moment he walked through those 
doors, he adored God; he was the true father Dom had lost. 
When asked if he wanted to accept that Father into his 
heart, he couldn’t refuse. He never wanted to. 

And then it happened. 

Freshman year had been crazy—high school was more 
than he’d bargained for, with football practice and 
homework and church, but he always placed the day in 
God’s hands and got through it. Then a gradual change 
began. The brotherly hugs Chance and he sometimes 
shared began to mean more to him, and the locker room 
became an utter hell. It scared him, but the thought of 
saying out loud was terrifying; he suffered in silence for 
months. Then the dreams began—wet dreams. About men. 

It was then he told his pastor, hoping to find some 
remedy. Pastor Clem hadn’t known much about it, but he 
bought Dom a book meant to help, to explain. Reading it, 
Dom had felt something moving in him, showing him the 


truth: this attraction was a sin, just like lust, greed, 
alcoholism and violence. It required the same treatment— 
repentance and devotion to God. And Dom could do that. 

Within a year the dreams left him, and he felt nothing 
more than brotherly love for Chance. He had gotten better; 
though, if he were truly honest with himself, he never shook 
the feeling of unease, that somehow, someone would know; 
what if they saw it in him? What if his teammates found out? 
Would the coach kick him off the team? But he wasn’t really 
gay, because he’d never acted on his attractions, never 
done anything with another. You can’t be gay if you never 
kissed another man, right? After freshman year, he’d never 
really wanted to. 

Until tonight. How had something so small—a single joint, 
a single comment—turned into something so huge? He 
could still feel Damion’s pierced tongue in his mouth, still 
remembered the feel of another man’s body moving with 
his, the sin. 

Jesus, please forgive me, he began a prayer. / don’t know 
what happened—!I should never have taken that joint. This 
should never have happened. Please, please forgive me. He 
wondered why Damion was taking so long in the bathroom. 
I’m sorry, so sorry. | never meant for us to... | never meant 
for that to happen. Cleanse me with your fire. Forgive me, 
please forgive me. Damion emerged from the bathroom. 
Amen. 

Without a word the goth sat once more in his place, eyes 
locking on the screen. Something was different—the anger 
had changed. Changed, but not gone. Dom watched Damion 
out of the corner of his eye, scrutinizing him... This was the 
one he’d sinned with: pale skin, malicious eyes, drug 
addicted, eyeliner, shadow and hate; gloves. 

It was only when Dom glanced down to the hands did he 
realized why Damion seemed different—a small border of 
blood protruded from underneath his right glove. At first 
Dom thought his partner had cut himself accidentally, on 


what, he couldn’t guess. Then he saw the darker spots 
appearing beneath Damion’s tank top—lines. Letters. It took 
a moment to make them out, not wanting to stare; his heart 
sank like a stone when they were finally legible. Written 
across Damion’s left breast where heart pulsated beneath 
bone and muscle, the word EMPTY appeared in blood. 
Damion had carved it into his skin, into his heart. A shiver 
ran down Dom’s spine. 
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He was surprised at how clean Damion’s bathroom was— 
somehow he expected the goth’s organizational habits to 
reflect his attitude. Dom marveled at the size of it—Damion 
even had his own Jacuzzi. He was about to use the stunning 
white toilet when he saw the switchblade on the counter. 

So this was the instrument of destruction. He averted his 
gaze as one does from a moment one was not intended to 
witness. He did not understand what drove people to hurt 
themselves, what distortion of reality made pain seem a 
remedy. 

As Dom rezipped his pants, he noted something else: a 
notebook laying open on the floor by the Jacuzzi. Inspecting 
closer, he discovered it was open to a page of drawings; 
good drawings—the goth had talent. A slightly emaciated, 
winged dragon, a corpse bleeding on the ground, a crimson 
rose. As he fingered through, a stray piece of paper fell to 
the floor. He shouldn’t look at it—this wasn’t his business, 
any of it—but the fact the words appeared to be a single 
phrase repeated over and over, like a child’s workbook, 
drew his attention. Crouching down, he read: /’M NOT ADI 
I’M NOT ADI I’M NOT ADI I’M NOT ADI I’M NOT ADI. Turning 
the page over, it continued. M NOT ADI I’M NOT ADI I’M 
NOT ADI I’M NOT ADI. The entire page overflowed with 
Damion’s scrawling script, repeating that one phrase. /’M 
NOT ADI. 

Who was Adi? 

And for that matter, who was Damion? 


Chapter Four 


Damion didn’t turn on the stereo for the ride home—the 
music seemed too personal now. The air remained dead 
between them, the only sounds the purring engine and 
Damion’s hands turning the steering wheel occasionally. The 
sun had set, leaving only darkness behind to crush the pair 
in their solitude; the dirt from the road erupted in a trail 
behind them, seen by none but the stars. Damion hated this 
—hated having another in the seat next to him, intruding on 
his solace. He could still feel the memory of Dom’s touch, 
the contact, and it infuriated him: he’d lost control, and he’d 
never forgive himself. 

Dom's deep voice broke the stillness. “Damion, that... on 
the beanbag... That wasn’t supposed to happen.” 

He smirked malignantly. “Which part—the execution or 
the pleasure?” 

“What?” 

“You mean to say you weren’t supposed to enjoy it.” 
Damion knew he was just being difficult, but it pleased him 
—he could maintain some control over the situation. 

“Look, | shouldn’t have kissed you. Period. It doesn’t 
matter if | enjoyed it.” 

“So you did enjoy it.” 

“Well, ye—no... That’s not the point!” Dom burst. “It 
Should never have happened!” 

“Yeah, well, news flash, Dom: | never wanted that to 
happen either.” 

A pause. “...1 know.” 

“Really?” Damion’s brows arched in mock surprise. “And 
how did you figure that one out?” 

Cynicism—always the cynicism. It seemed to Dom that 
was all his partner could handle. “...I.... 1 know you cut 
yourself afterwards... in the bathroom.” 

“Yeah,” scoffed Damion, “What’s it to you?” 


“I don’t like to see anyone hurt... We get enough pain 
without giving it to ourselves.” 

The goth wanted to snarl, ‘save your pity,’ but didn’t—it 
would only start Dom on another religion speech; though he 
couldn’t imagine such a speech coming from the passenger 
now... What did Dom know about it anyway? How could he 
explain that blood was the only way to keep himself sane? 

“...amion?” Dom managed after a short pause. 

“What?” 

He gulped, mustering courage. “Who... Who is Adi?” 

The brakes slammed. Dom flew against his seatbelt, heart 
Skipping a beat. Damion stared out the windshield into the 
night, snarling, “Where did you hear about that?” 

Dom hesitated. 

Damion whirled, seizing him by the collar. “Where the 
fuck did you hear about that!” 

“1...” He shivered at the rage in the other’s eyes. “There 
was a paper... on your floor...” 

Damion released him violently and burst from the car. 
Watching him storm across the headlight’s glare, the image 
of a panther, taut predatory muscles rippling under smooth 
skin, invaded Dom’s mind. Deep in the shadows only 
Damion’s pale skin remained visible, though soon the fiery 
glow of a cigarette sparked to life, casting its warmth across 
Damion’s stormy visage. Making a momentary decision, 
Dom exited the car. 

Damion heard him. “It’s none of your fucking business!” 
he bellowed, eyes glinting in the headlights. “Just because 
we did a little bump and grind doesn’t mean you can fucking 
pry into my life!” 

“I never wanted that to happen.” 

“For not wanting it you humped pretty damn hard.” 

Dom felt his own anger rise. “ You started that.” 

“If | remember right it was your hands on my ass pushing 
me down!” 

“If it weren’t for your stupid weed, I—” 


“You're the one who took it,” he snapped. “You could have 
said no! Just because you’re a fucking idiot who can’t handle 
his pot—” 

“You were right there with me, Damion! You couldn’t 
handle yourself either!” 

The words came as a knife to the gut, cutting deep to his 
core. “It’s not my fault you don’t have enough problems to 
need anything!” he bellowed. “It’s not my fucking fault!” 
Slightly taken aback, Dom paused long enough to realize 
that tears brimmed in the other’s eyes; it hit him—there was 
something more in this, buried deeper. Something Damion 
wasn’t telling him. “Why are you so angry?” he asked, 
earnest, confused; “Why do you hate me so much?” 

The goth just glared rancorously, bitter tears quickly 
disappearing. “Fuck off.” 

lronic. “We already did.” 

Throwing his cigarette to the ground, Damion blew a final 
stream of smoke from his lips. “Get in the damn car.” 

After a moment of indecision, Dom complied, though 
reluctant to let this argument slip. Once back in the car 
Damion remained silent, and he eventually lit another 
cigarette, rolling down the window to flick the ashes out as 
the car sped along. 

“There’s a reason they’re called cancer sticks,” Dom 
commented. 

Nothing. 

“Every one you smoke kills you a little more.” 

A bitter half-smile. “Not fast enough.” 
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The metal screen slammed shut behind Dom as he 
entered his home, shoulders slumped slightly in weariness 
at returning. A woman sat in front of a static-faced 
television, her ratty sweats stained with unknown 
substances, an empty Corona in her hands. 

“Hey Mom.” 

“Where were you?” she slurred. 


“Something for school.” 

A man emerged from the piss-yellow bathroom, wiping his 
hands on his pants, sour face twisted into a frown. “Probably 
out selling Bibles with his holy-roller friends. If I’ve told you 
once I’ve told you a million times those people are trouble 
and—” 

Dom ignored both, retreating to his room, throwing his 
backpack in a corner. Flopping dejectedly on his bed, he 
flipped through the familiar leather Bible on his table—as if 
guided by an unseen hand, he chanced to turn to Genesis 
19. 

It was evening when the two angels came to Sodom... But 
before they lay down, the men of the city of Sodom, both 
young and old, all the men from every quarter, surrounded 
the house... And they called to Lot and said, ‘Where are the 
men who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, that 
we may have sex with them! ... Then the Lord rained on 
Sodom and on Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord 
out of the heavens... 

He shivered, feeling sick. He tried to flip again—Leviticus. 
He hated Leviticus. 

You shall not lie with a man as with a woman; it is an 
abomination. 

An abomination, he repeated to himself. An abomination. 

If a man lies with a male as if he were a woman, both 
men have committed to something perverse, unnatural, 
abhorrent and detestable; they shall surely be put to death. 

He would be put to death, if he were he under their laws. 
Killed. The sin was that grievous, perverse, wicked, and sick. 

But didn’t Jesus preach love and acceptance? Didn’t God 
love everyone? Why would he command people to be killed, 
if he loved them? Unconsciously he imagined Damion and 
he cast from society, stoned to death. God, what had he 
done? In a silent prayer, he begged for understanding. 

Jesus, thank you for taking this from me, he began a 
prayer. / don’t know why I did that tonight—why did I... Why 


did | touch him? Your Word says homosexuality is a sin, an 
abomination—what wicked men do. But... The notebook, full 
of drawings came to mind, and the cold wall in Damion’s 
eyes, obviously guarding something. / don’t think I’m evil... I 
don’t think even he is evil, he just... | don’t know. He isn’t 
out to harm anyone but himself. And he isn’t any different 
than me or anybody else. Why does he have to hurt so 
much? Why aren't I hurting like him? Why? Why did I do that 
tonight? This whole thing makes no sense to me. 
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Damion stood in front of the mirror once more, 
switchblade in hand. 

Weak. Soft. Fag. 

How could he have lost control like that, nearly crying in 
front of Dom? In front of Mayberry Hero. In front of a football 
player. 

Stupid. Coward. Fag. 

Adi was his secret. They didn’t know, no one knew how 
weak he was. No one knew; Adi was his. Only his. 

Damion’s blood flowed in rivulets of internal implosion, a 
silent nepenthe, crimson pain. 

You have no heart. The words came into his head as if on 
accident. You cannot care. 
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So Dominic returned to his Bible and Damion returned to 

his blade, and both drowned in the words of their gods. 


Chapter Five 


Dom stumbled through a grey void, the wind whipping his 
clothes and stinging his face. It was cold here, and empty. 
He turned and grasped, trying to find something to hold 
onto—there was nothing beneath him, nothing to keep him 
from falling endlessly into the darkness below. Where was 
everybody? He could hear voices; garbled voices, harsh and 
fleeting. He whirled to face them. 

Dark, winged shadows chased a man across the 
landscape. He was screaming, trying to fight them off. Panic 
seized Dom's chest; he ran towards the figure, shouting at 
the shadows to let him go. The ground seemed solid 
beneath his feet, but the emptiness beneath him felt real; a 
single misstep would throw him into the void waiting below, 
but he didn’t know where that misstep was. He was almost 
at them, he reached them, he beat them back. They 
dissipated like smoke as he swung at them. The man 
crumpled to the ground before him, and Dom fell to his 
knees at his side. He reached out, turning the figure towards 
him, fearful he had come too late. He turned the man over. 

Damion’s piercing blue eyes met him. 
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Dom jolted awake—hands clawed the bed, breath shook. 
It took him a moment to recognize his bedroom in the dark, 
his bed, his sheets, his body. His heart was in his throat, like 
being at the top of a rollercoaster right before the plunge. 
His entire being ached for Damion, his face and voice and 
Skin. Panic and fear flew through his mind and left a strange 
taste in his mouth. Something told him he wasn’t himself 
anymore, and his entire inner world tumbled head over 
heels. 

Weariness slipped back into his form; it was only five 
o’clock. He flopped back on his pillow, trying to slow his 


racing heart. Six days ago, he had known who he was. 
Now... He wasn’t sure. 
Six days. 
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“And that, dear friends, was the end of the Roman 
Republic. Augustus Caesar emerged as supreme ruler, and 
though the Senate continued to exist for another four 
centuries, it never held the power of its glory years again.” 
Vito turned towards the chalkboard, seeming not to notice 
his students squirming in their seats—five minutes until the 
bell rang. “Now, we'll dive into the Roman emperors on 
Thursday. And that brings me to your next comrade 
assignment.” 

Dom sat in the back row, trying to ignore the fact Damion 
hadn’t even glanced at him the entire period. Part of him 
was relieved; he knew the goth would not be friendly, and 
part of Dom wanted to run from everything and anything 
the goth was. But part of him wanted answers, wanted to 
know who Damion was—maybe, somehow, it would help 
him find who he was, too. 

But Damion did not look up or speak, not even when Dom 
passed feet from him. His gaze was cold, and Dom could tell 
he still felt the rage evoked by that night they were 
together; but as steely as his silence was, it remained 
silence. 

“I’m passing out the rubric right now,” Vito continued, 
starting down the aisles. “You can discuss logistics with your 
comrades until the bell rings.” 

Dom shifted nervously. Damion did not make any signs of 
turning, even when Vito handed him the rubric and passed 
one to the jock in the back row. He saw the goth reach down 
and pack his messenger bag, sliding a different notebook 
out and flipping it open. A moment flew past his memory— 
the feel of Damion’s lips, the hot breath on his cheek. Dom 
tried to keep from flushing and rose hesitantly, taking the 
few steps to close the distance between them, even as 


everything in his mind screamed at him to run the other 
way. 

“Hey,” he greeted weakly, sliding into the desk at the 
goth’s right. 

Damion did not look up. His hand flitted over the page: it 
was a deliberate move, giving him somewhere else to look 
besides Dom. 

The jock tried again, “So... What should we do, y’know... 
for the project?” 

The goth didn’t respond. His intense gaze searched the 
paper, adding depth and shadows to the figure taking shape 
beneath his hand. 

“We have to do something,” Dom finally asserted. 

“No, we don’t,” the goth finally snapped, slamming his 
notebook shut and shoving it in his bag. 

The bell rang. 

Dom watched Damion walk away with a sick sinking in his 
gut. The dark figure slipped into the crowd of people 
entering the hallway and disappeared. He had not looked 
back. 

After a moment of deliberation, Dom rose as well. Mr. Vito 
was at his desk, filtering through papers in preparation for 
the next period. As the classroom fell silent in emptiness, 
the quarterback approached. He had to find his voice before 
speaking. 

“Mr. Vito?” 

The teacher glanced up, then smiled amiably. “Hey, Dom. 
What can | do for you?” 

“Um...” He was trying to keep his voice even. “I wanted to 
talk to you about... our comrade assignments.” He shrugged 
his backpack awkwardly. “...Damion and |... We aren’t 
working out.” 

Vito saw the hesitance on his face, the worry. He set the 
papers back in the stack, and slid the pen behind his ear. 
“Did something happen?” 


Panic started, but the jock pushed it down. “Well, no...” 
he lied uneasily. “But...” 

Vito nodded as if he understood. “Look, Dom... | Know this 
is hard, but | paired you with Damion as much for your 
benefit as his. In life, you aren’t always going to be working 
with people you like, or even get along with.” 

That wasn’t really the problem, Dom wanted to say. But 
didn’t. 

“I know Damion is a hard nut to crack. Trust me,” the 
teacher smiled jokingly. “But you two could really learn 
something from working together. If nothing else, it will give 
you experience in how to work with someone who wouldn't 
be your first choice.” 

Dom knew he was fighting a losing battle. “But...” 

“This is the last comrade assignment that will need to be 
done out of class,” he gestured down to the rubric in Dom’s 
hand. “You can even do it here in the school library.” 

“But what if he won’t work with me?” Dom finally asked. 
“What if he won’t even talk to me?” 

The teacher smiled paternally and leaned back in his 
chair. “Damion needs this grade more than you do, Dom. 
You'd be able to carry an F on this project. He wouldn’t.” 

It didn’t comfort him. 

Vito sighed. “If you really need to, if he won’t work with 
you at all, you can do the project on your own, and get 
eighty percent credit. But | need you to really try to work 
with your partner first. Okay?” 

The jock nodded, knowing he was beaten. He began to 
turn towards the door; Vito’s voice followed him. 

“Give him a chance, Dom—you might be surprised.” 

That was an understatement, Dom thought to himself as 
he joined the chaos of students. 

2K KKK 

Darkness twisted within the goth’s mind as he shouldered 
his way through the crowd around the gym doors. The 
building was designed so visitors could go directly from the 


parking lot to the gym for games, but it meant Damion was 
forced to push his way through a mass of others going the 
opposite direction toward the pep rally just to get out to his 
car. The air was thick with hoots and school cheers, 
excitement buzzing in the air and catching everyone in its 
current. The football game this weekend was against the 
Siren Seahawks, Marcella’s biggest rivalry. It seemed 
everyone, even geeks and outcasts, had turned up to show 
their school pride. 

Caught in the cross-stream of school colors and cheers, a 
moment came to Damion’s mind—the star quarterback’s 
hands on his body, pressing close. A pang in his gut warned 
the goth the absence that touch was painful, and it brought 
rage. He was tired of waiting for openings: he snarled at a 
freshman to let him through. The kid looked up at him with a 
deer-in-the-headlights stare before ducking and scurrying to 
catch up with his friends. 

Anger fanned Damion’s annoyance to an inferno, and 
shoved through the rest of the group to break from the 
current. Finally free, he readjusted his bag and started 
towards the back doors and the parking lot. 

“Hey, Damion! Wait up!” 

The voice was a familiar one, but Damion did not stop. 

“Damion!” 

Terissa caught up with him just as he reached the double 
doors. The goth’s footsteps faltered—for a moment, she 
thought he was waiting for her. 

“Damion! Hey!” she smiled amiably. “I thought | saw you. 
Want to ditch this suck-fest? There’s a great coffee shop 
over on Twentieth...” 

The goth wasn’t listening. Through the glass of the door, 
he saw the pack of football players coming up the walk, like 
princes surveying their domain. Dom was with them. 

Panic settled in Damion’s gut. “Terissa, just—” 

They were getting closer. Damion tried to step back, fade 
into the walls, anything to avoid facing them. 


“You never know, he could have been awesome!” Dom 
smiled. The air was crisp in his lungs, with the smell of 
autumn. The pep rally was about to start, but Chance had 
forgotten his letterman jacket in his car. Bennet and James 
had volunteered to go out with him, using the excuse to 
throw the football around parking lot; they were not 
disappointed in the admiring hoots and whistles they got for 
their effort. Dom just shook his head at their antics. “l 
mean, he never really got the chance. He threw eight-six in 
his first season!” 

“Yeah, keep dreaming,” Bennet threw back, tossing the 
ball into the air. “Manning had way more plays, and half the 
screw ups.” He opened the door, following the others 
through and into the building. The cheers were echoing off 
the walls inside. 

Dom looked back at him. “Manning didn’t even...” His 
voice trailed off when he glanced ahead. 

Damion was standing five feet away. 

The goth looked at him with frightened, ice-cold eyes. 
Belatedly Dom noticed the woman standing next to him, 
wearing a black hoodie with safety pins woven through the 
pockets. Jealousy took his chest, but he didn’t know why. 

The moment passed. “Move, fag!” Chance growled. He 
shoved Damion with both hands, hard in the chest; the 
startled figure tumbled back, falling flat on his behind. 

“Get lost!” Terissa barked back. 

James burst out laughing, ignoring her. “Fucking fairy!” 
Feet shuffled towards the downed goth, intent on kicking 
him out of the way. “You scared, Freak?” 

“Yeah, where’s your fucking boyfriend?” Chance laughed 
along. “Shouldn’t he be here to save your ass?” 

Dom felt sick. This was out of control, and he couldn’t find 
his voice. He saw Damion’s fists clench, the fire light in his 
eyes, ready to get up and fight. He saw the pain in those 
eyes, too—it screamed so loud, he wondered that no one 


else saw. Why didn’t they see it? James was stepping closer, 
even as the goth started rising. 

“.,.Stop,” Dom croaked. 

James didn’t hear him, though Chance did. The lineman 
turned to face his best friend. “Huh?” 

Dom took a deep breath, stepping forward—James looked 
back to him. “I mean... We’re gonna be late to the rally,” he 
added. Masking the fear in his gut, he tried to flash a smile. 
“We're the stars, remember?” 

“Oh yeah!” Bennet joked as if he’d actually forgotten. 
“C’mon James, leave him! We're gonna miss it!” His tone 
was casual, like someone telling a kid to leave his toy. 

The running back hesitated, not eager to let the goth 
escape. But when the others started off in the direction of 
the gym, he gave up. “Fucking Freak,” spat, putting his foot 
to the goth’s chest and pushing him down again. Then he 
turned to join the others. 

Damion watched the pack disappear down the hallway, 
half numb in shock, not even feeling where James’ heel had 
dug into his rib. Dom had lingered, too; only for a moment, 
but it was long enough to catch Damion’s eye—he knew 
Dom had done that on purpose. He knew the jock had 
protected him. But... Damion couldn’t shake the disbelief. ... 
Why? 

“What a bunch of jerks,” Terissa growled. She had knelt 
beside him, trying to help him up. 

A hand touched on his shoulder, and it brought Damion 
back to reality. “Get off,” he commanded, pushing her aside 
to rise. 

For a moment, she hesitated. She saw him get up, 
Shoulder his bag; she saw his gaze still fixed down the 
hallway where the jocks had disappeared. Mustering 
courage, she tried again. “It’s like Dom’s their freaking god 
or something...” Damion hadn’t acknowledged her. “I bet he 
could piss in their cereal and they’d still worship him.” 


Deep down, Damion knew she was wrong. He knew if 
they ever knew the truth about Dom, they’d be the first to 
hang him out to dry. Did Dom know that? Was he scared like 
Damion was? 

Realizing he was standing in an empty hallway with 
Terissa, the goth’s anger swept him up once more. A dark 
frown took his features, and his eyes sharpened. “Why the 
hell do you care?” he bit harshly. 

Then he turned and walked away, leaving Terissa with 
nothing. 


Chapter Six 


Marcella won the game fourteen to eight, and the entire 
weekend flew by in a blur for Dom. They all went out to 
celebrate afterwards, and somehow Chance and he made it 
to church the next morning, as well. Sitting in his seat 
between his best friend and girlfriend, Dom nevertheless 
felt uncomfortable; he’d dreamt of Damion again last night. 

2K KKK 

“Hey, you okay?” 

Dom turned—Chance had approached, leaning against 
the lockers with a quizzical expression Dom found 
unnerving. “I... Yeah,” he shrugged, spinning the 
combination and opening his locker. “Why?” 

Chance had known Dom since kindergarten—the act 
wouldn’t work. Dom had been weird all weekend, and he 
wasn’t about to let that slide. “You’re out of it.” 

Dom shut the locker again, looking to his friend with 
confident eyes, even as unease slid into his gut. “Il...” He 
almost said—l’m going to talk to Damion, and | don’t know if 
I’m doing the right thing, but I can’t stop thinking about him 
and | want to kiss him again and— “I don’t know what 
you're talking about.” 

Christine slipped out of the flow of people, startling him. 
Why did she have to show up now? 

“Hey, Chris,” he greeted. 

“Hey,” she smiled, slipping her hand into his. “You coming 
Spanish Club after school today?” 

He smile apologetically. “Can’t, sorry. | have plans.” 

Chance challenged, “Plans?” 

A hiatus ensued during which Christine and the jock 
awaited an answer and Dom fought to find an excuse. “Uh... 
yeah...” He really didn’t want to lie more than necessary. He 
also didn’t want them to know who and what his plans 


entailed for fear of the reaction. “I just... | gotta help James. 
He needs help with English.” 

Chance obviously didn’t believe him. 

Christine did. “Okay...” Brightening slightly, she tried, “l 
can’t wait for this weekend!” 

“Why?” 

“Oh, don’t play dumb with me.” 

Truly confused, Dom looked to Chance, who shrugged. He 
turned back to her, shrugging too. “I’m supposed to be 
remembering something?” 

“Silly goose,” she beamed, “It’s our six month 
anniversary on Saturday!” 

Damn. “Of course—just testing you.” 

She gave her boyfriend a knowing smile, squeezing his 
hand. “Sure you were.” Dom shifted uncomfortably—she 
looked so much like Damion, with her black hair and 
eyeliner. Only Damion was sexier, and an even better kisser. 
Dom wondered if Damion had ever kissed anyone besides 
him before. 

The one minute bell rang. 

“Oh gosh!” Christine jumped, “I’m gonna be late. Bye 
babe!” She kissed him quickly, then ran off down the 
hallway. Watching her go, seeing the swing of her hips and 
the cascade of ebony hair, Dom briefly wondered—when 
had she become so unappealing? 

Chance saw the look of almost sorrow in Dom's eyes and 
couldn’t help the indignation flaring in her chest—something 
was wrong, he knew Dom too well for the lies to work. 
Something was up, and Dom wouldn’t tell him; but he 
needed to get to class. “See you later, man.” 

Dom seemed to snap out of something, glancing over. 
“Yeah. See ya.” 

KKK K 

When Damion walked out to his car that day after school, 
Dom was waiting, standing by Jaguar’s passenger door. 

The goth ignored him. 


When he unlocked the car, Dom slid in alongside him. “l 
need to talk to you.” 

Without even glancing at the man in the passenger seat, 
Damion snarled, “Get out of my car.” 

“Please, | just need to talk—” 

“I said get out of my car!” 

“Damion, please! What have you got to lose? We need to 
talk.” 

“I’ve done all the talking | need to.” Last time they talked, 
he’d nearly spilled his guts everywhere. And with the way 
Dom had looked at him in history today... No. It wouldn’t 
happen again. 

“All we’ve done is argue and yell. We need to talk.” 

Why couldn’t Dom just leave him alone? Why did he have 
to appear, right when he was beginning to freeze his heart 
over again? After a brief pause during which Damion 
reluctantly realized the jock was not leaving, he started the 
car, taking a slight comfort in the familiar purr. “Why do you 
always have to fucking talk about everything?” 

Pulling out of the parking lot Damion blasted his music, 
and Dom took the hint, keeping quiet. Obviously the driver 
had his own agenda as to where they would converse, and 
Dom didn’t want to interfere. 

At first Dom thought they were going to Damion’s house 
—they took the same route—but as soon as they passed the 
city limits, the driver turned down a grassy road that 
eventually disappeared into a grove of trees. Dom took it all 
in surprise; he never knew this place existed, and he’d lived 
here his entire life. 

Damion loved this place—this pond was he and Adi’s, 
their favorite place in the world. For some reason he brought 
Dom here today; some subconscious hand guided him to 
the refuge. It was perfect, too: no puzzled stares would 
follow them here, and talking could be done in privacy. 

Once past the guardian ring of trees, the pond was easily 
seen, blanketing mist a sign of the upcoming winter. 


Weeping willows hung down over the crystal mirror surface, 
and the dying grass tumbled down the overhanging banks 
into the water; the entire demesne lay curled in mist, silent 
and strong. 

Damion pulled up several yards from the edge, then killed 
the car. Resting both hands on the flame-crested steering 
wheel, he commanded, “Start talking.” 

Dom gulped: the goth’s voice was that of a doomsman— 
why the hell was he doing this? “Well, first | wanted to 
apologize.” 

“For what?” Damion still would not meet his gaze. 

“For this—causing you more trouble.” 

The goth said nothing. 

“Secondly...” Dom wanted to ask about the project; it’s 
what he originally intended. But that look in the goth’s eye, 
the way his hands gripped the steering wheel, made the 
jock pause. Damion took his breath away—this wouldn’t be 


easy. “... | wanted to ask if you were okay.” 

A frown. “What?” 

“You seem spacey, kind of scared...” He inhaled 
nervously, admitting, “I...wanted to know if you’re alright.” 


The mist was enthralling, hanging like a blanket over the 
water. “It’s none of your business.” 

“I hate seeing you like this.” 

Why was Dom doing this? “Like what?” 

“This angry. Hurting that much,” Dom managed, trying to 
describe the pain he saw mirrored in the goth’s face. “I... | 
hate seeing you hurt.” 

Was it really that obvious? Damion panicked. “It’s none of 
your damn business.” 

“If someone | care about is hurting themselves, it is my 
business.” 

The goth could feel the explosion building. “It’s none of 
your business what | do to myself,” he snapped. “I don’t 
butt into your life every time you play a sucky game or lie to 
your Bible-thumping girlfriend.” 


Dom stopped short. “How’d you know | lie—” 

“Well let’s think about this one,” Damion growled almost 
amusedly. “You’re gay and going out with a girl.” 

“But—” 

“I’m the one you cheated on her with, remember? So 
don’t try to feed me a line of shit.” 

“I really did like her—I did like women. Or at least, | 
thought | did. Then...” 

“Then | drugged and dry raped you.” For some reason, 
the malice wasn’t as fun around Dom. It didn’t protect him 
like it should have. 

“Then we kissed,” corrected Dom. 

“We did a hell of a lot more than kiss.” 

He paused, coming to it at last. Was he really doing this? 
“And...| liked it. A lot.” 

“Fantastic. So you enjoyed sinning. That’s a first.” 

“I don’t think you understand.” He ran a shaky hand 
through his hair—was he really doing this? His heart flew 
into his throat, but in exhilaration, as well as fear. “I like 
sinning... with you.” 

Damion needed out. He needed to get out. This couldn’t 
be happening—it just couldn’t! Bursting from the car, 
Damion vainly hoped the other hadn’t caught the fear in his 
eyes. The air outside felt cool and damp against his skin, 
and the grass sunk slightly beneath his commando boots. 
Why did this have to happen? Why couldn’t everyone just 
leave him alone—alone to die? 

He heard the passenger door thunk open and closed 
behind him. Whirling, Damion snapped, “Just leave me the 
fuck alone!” He hoped beyond hope the other couldn’t 
sense his fear and desperation—if he let Dom in, he would 
hurt him. Everyone did. To wear your heart on your sleeve 
meant it was ripped off again and again. He’d learned that 
the hard way. “I hate you! Don’t you get it? | hate you!” He 
didn’t mean it, not really. 


And Dom knew. “Why don’t you let yourself go, Damion? 
Let yourself live?” 

“Fuck off.” 

“What are you so scared of?” 

Dom was coming at him, walking slowly like he would 
approach a spooked horse. Why did those green eyes have 
to be so honest, Damion lamented. Why did Dom have to 
care about him? Why did it affect him so sharply? 

“Please, Damion just—” 

“Shut the hell up and leave me alone!” 

Dom kept coming, resolve flaring as he saw the fear and 
confusion in Damion’s eyes, and for once saw past the wall 
of hate. He didn’t even flinch when the goth pulled out the 
switchblade, flicking it open. His gaze never left Damion’s, 
even as the other snarled, “Leave me the fuck alone.” 

Dom halted an inch from the blade, seeing how the 
intimacy frustrated the other. “No. | don’t think you want me 
to.” 

“You're crazy.” 


Finally he voiced his epiphany. “I think you’re scared 
because you care about me, too, and that wasn’t supposed 
to happen.” 


“You're wrong.” 

“No,” Dom shook his head, reading the fear in his eyes, 
“I’m not.” 

“Fuck off and die,” he tried, desperately hoping Dom 
would back away, not only from his person but from his 
mind as well. He couldn’t remember the exact moment the 
goth had won his attention, but he did know the only thing 
keeping him from this frightening chance was the 
switchblade, the only thing between him and Dom. He clung 
to it for dear life. “Back off and get the fuck out of my life.” 

Dom smiled confidently—he knew what he wanted. “No.” 
He suddenly moved closer towards Damion, who attempted 
to knife him. Dom quickly caught him by the wrist, driving 


the blade away, pulling their mouths together before the 
goth could argue. 

Once Damion felt Dom’s lips pressing his, the outer wall 
shattered. He hadn’t realized how much he wanted it, how 
bad he needed it, needed Dom. Somehow this man had 
evaded all Damion’s imperfections, all his anger and malice, 
to win through to... to what? His heart? Damion almost 
leered at the thought, even through the kiss—he didn’t have 
a heart. 

But the concern in Dom’s eyes, the care, the friendship, 
all caught him off guard: it had been so long since anyone 
had cared enough to break the barrier of his malice. He’d 
never been held like this, hesitant, yet forceful at the same 
time, as if Dom wanted to possess and worship him in the 
same moment. Unconsciously he deepened the kiss, 
wanting it to last. 

Finally Dom pulled back, keeping his arm around 
Damion’s waist where it had fallen. Reading the expression 
on the pale face, he smiled. “See? | told you you were 
lying.” 

Damion flipped the switchblade closed, placing it in his 
pocket. “You were being incredibly forward. And nosy.” 

“I knew what | wanted.” He pulled Damion closer. 

“Fuck you.” 

“Is that an offer?” 

“Depends...” 

“On what?” 

Damion couldn’t think of anything at the moment, so he 
simply buried himself in Dom’s arms. It felt so good to be 
held, hugged. Closing his eyes, he felt Dom’s even 
breathing and the pulse of his heart; he remembered laying 
atop Dom that night on the beanbag, the calm that engulfed 
him. He should be raging right now, shoving Dom away and 
driving him off like everyone else; but he didn’t want to. He 
wanted to stay here. 


“| just want you to be happy.” Dom’s voice was gentle, 
genuine. No one had ever been that sincere with him 
before; no one, except Adi. 

Damion kissed him again, hard. He couldn’t help it— 
having Dom this close drove him insane. The jock tried to 
speak, but Damion drew him back: he didn’t want words 
right now. Words were hollow; he wanted contact. Dom 
complied. 

Eventually Damion shivered—he had worn a tank top 
today, and the fog curled thickly around them. “The car is 
warmer,” Dom offered. 

Damion acquiesced, taking several steps towards the car. 
Then he halted. “Dom?” 

The jock turned back to him. 

“Are you going to hurt me?” 

He paused, considering. “Not if | can help it.” 

Damion didn’t particularly like that answer, but accepted 
it nonetheless. 

Slipping into the car, Dom offered, “So... How about that 
project?” 

Damion looked over. “Seriously?” 

Dom blushed. 

And it was enthralling. Keys turned in the ignition; the 
goth smiled gently to himself. The jock would be hard to 
deny, in anything. The gentle comfort of that thought 
brushed past Damion’s heart, and took up residence. Dom 
was different. “...1 guess we could do it.” 

A smile took the jock’s features. “How about now, 
tonight?” He didn’t want to let the goth go. He wanted to 
kiss him again. 

And so he did, feeling Damion’s hand entwining with his 
as their lips locked, not giving Damion a chance to answer. 
It was hungry, eager, lingering. If this was really so wrong, 
Dom wondered, why did it make him feel this way? He didn’t 
know. He only knew the goth was his, and he wanted more. 


Feeling the touch he had craved for weeks, Dom refused to 
believe this was wrong. 


Chapter Seven 


Damion was reluctant to take his partner home that night. 
Apart from enjoying the company, he didn’t want to lose 
Dom—this had all happened so fast, he wasn’t entirely sure 
it wasn’t a dream. Lights slid by, briefly illuming their faces; 
content, nervous, relieved. It was nearly eleven already, and 
when the car finally pulled up in front of a run-down, puke 
green house, Damion killed the engine. 

“Thanks,” Dom managed. He didn’t want to leave the 
Car. 

Damion nodded, not meeting Dom’s gaze. 

“I think we'll get a pretty good grade...” 

“That’s a relief,” the goth mocked—still sarcastic, but 
amiable. 

Dom smiled. “We make a good team... Maybe this 
weekend we could do something other 

than homework. Do you like going to see movies?” 

A mocking grin. “You asking me on a date?” 

His passenger paused, the slow epiphany accompanied 
by laughter. “Yeah—l guess | am... | never thought I’d ask a 
guy on a date.” 

“I never thought I’d go on a date with a football player.” 
He rested a hand on Dom’s knee. “Especially not the sexiest 
player on the team.” 

Color flushed Dom’s cheeks. “There’s plenty of other guys 

“I’ve been checking those guys out longer than you have, 
and you’re by far the hottest.” 

The jock finally gave up, boldly choosing to occupy their 
lips another way. He remembered this—sitting out in 
Christine’s car, flirting. Except she had been much less 
forward, and Dom always left sooner than she would have 
liked; he felt it would be the complete opposite with 
Damion. The goth’s lip and tongue piercings were still 


unfamiliar, exotic, as was the renegade hand he couldn’t 
help but feel. A layer of gladness spread as Dom realized: 
this didn’t feel awkward; it didn’t feel wrong like he thought 
it would, kissing Damion, letting Damion kiss him. It felt... It 
felt better than anything he’d ever done. 

A sudden thought occurred, and he voiced it as soon as 
they broke. “...So are we, like, boyfriends?” 

Damion shrugged. “I don’t know.” His gut told him not to 
mention Christine, but... “Can you date two people at 
once?” 

His partner’s face darkened at the words. Was it fair to 
Damion to keep going with Christine, even if just for 
appearances? Was it fair to lead her on? Could he end their 
relationship without telling her the real reason—without 
hurting her too deeply? Was it fair to cause her pain over a 
change in him? Why was he even doing this—why didn’t he 
just stay with Christine? He could; it wasn’t like Damion was 
his only option. Why was he even doing this? 

Because he liked Damion: really liked him. Every hour he 
spent with the goth only solidified his certainty in his choice. 
This afternoon had been so different, strangely comfortable, 
even when Damion shoved things out of his sight, glancing 
questions deemed too personal; he still didn’t trust Dom, 
which the jock understood—this had all happened so fast. 
But for the first time in years, Dom felt like he could be 
himself around Damion. He wasn’t afraid, looking into 
Damion’s eyes. And the kisses the goth gave him were 
intoxicating. Every time he dared meet that gaze, Dom lost 
himself, drowning in a sea of intensity that threatened to 
tear down anything and everything in his mind. He liked 
Damion, a lot; that was why. Damion was worth it. “Can you 
go out with someone who has a girlfriend, just for a while? 
She'll be gone as soon as | get an opportunity... Y’know, like 
not too sudden...” 

Blank, he lit a cigarette. “It’s your life.” 


Dom nodded, sighing slightly as he made his decision. 
Taking Damion’s hand in his, more for reassurance than 
anything, he asked. “Wha’d you say?” 

Damion smiled—really smiled. “Yeah.” He leaned over 
and kissed him again, as if needing that solid foundation to 
ensure the reality of it. With a content smile he repeated, 
“Yeah.” 

A car alarm sounded down the street, blaring obnoxiously 
and startling them both. Next door an overweight senior 
citizen ambled out to smoke. “Well,” Dom finally admitted, 
“| better go.” Squeezing Damion’s hand gently, he added, 
“How about Friday night for our movie?” 

“Can't.” 

Okay. “What about Saturday night? We can see what’s in 
theaters.” 

“What movie?” 

“I don’t know. Whatever’s playing.” 

Damion paused. “Are you sure you want to be seen with 
me?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, you and | aren’t exactly socially compatible, and 
since I’m a labeled fag...” 

Dom looked Damion square in the eye, wincing slightly at 
the animosity he found. “Now listen, Damion. We might 
have to pretend that we’re not together just because... 
because we have to, but no one tells me who I can and can’t 
be friends with. | have as much a right to hang out with you 
as anybody, gay or straight—just because we wear different 
clothes doesn’t make it illegal to be friends. Or be more 
than friends. Got it?” 

Damion hesitated, gripping the steering wheel hard with 
his free hand. 

“Damion, if | could, l'd tell the whole school we’re 
together.” 

Finally he nodded, albeit slightly, wary of the effect this 
would have on Dom’s life. Others had little hesitance in 


attacking a Satanic vampire, and Dom was so much his 
opposite, it was almost comical. The jocks feared Damion 
and still beat him around—a cheerful, innocent religious kid, 
no matter how confident, was raw meat; the only thing 
keeping Dom from being taunted was his position, and with 
the football season ending, it wouldn’t be that much of a 
Shield.. “So, Saturday night then?” 

His boyfriend nodded. “Saturday. I'll find out what’s 
playing.” Dom knew he had to leave and almost laughed— 
usually it was the complete opposite and he couldn’t wait to 
get out of the car. But Damion was different. Drastically 
different. 

Curiosity rose in Dom’s throat; finally he asked, hesitant, 
“Can | see your tongue ring?” He'd felt it that first night on 
the beanbag, when Damion’s tongue had invaded his mouth 
—it wasn’t the usual smooth ball, but larger, textured and 
uneven. 

Damion paused, unsure Dom would accept what he saw. 
With a silence, he looked his boyfriend in the eye, then 
displayed his tongue. 

It was a Skull. 

Dom wouldn’t give in—he knew there was more to 
Damion, he’d seen it in his eye. What was the goth trying to 
accomplish? He’d done the piercings himself; Damion told 
him so that afternoon, and seemed proud of the fact. What 
was he trying to prove? “...And the... the design, on your 
neck? What is it?” 

Damion expelled a stream of smoke out the window. He 
was unsure he wanted Dom to know; the design was his 
mantra, and he’d never told anyone. Inhaling the appeasing 
drug, he decided in Dom’s favor. “...It’s a Celtic knot.” 

Dom waited respectfully. 

Finally, “It means strength at any cost.” 

Dom felt there was a deeper significance that he couldn’t 
quite grasp, but he had to go; Damion’s hand felt so good in 


his, he regretted his absence already. “Thanks, for telling 
me,” he offered. 

This surprised the goth. “...Yeah...” 

Dom wanted more than ever to give the driver a 
departing kiss. And so he did, regardless of the old man on 
the porch next door and his mother on the couch just inside. 
“Night,” he smiled softly, opening the car door. 

“Night,” Damion answered, starting the engine while 
Shaking his head at the other’s audacity. 
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Pulling into his driveway was the loneliest thing Damion 
had ever done. He could still feel Dom’s hand in his, the 
laughter in that last kiss... Dom had no idea what he was 
getting into—if someone found out, there would be no end 
of the hell they’d get for it. The football player seemed like a 
child pulling a lion’s tail, unaware of the danger it teased, 
almost irreverent in its simplicity. What had they done? How 
long would the secret stay hidden? Damion trusted himself 
to keep their relationship unknown; he was good at secrets. 
But Dom... 

Damion had always kept secrets; the very being who he 
was demanded so. If others truly knew him... He couldn’t 
even think about it. He’d kept everything a secret since he 
was nine; from parents, teachers, peers. Vividly he 
remembered the day he divulged his secret of sexuality to 
his best friend, on his own tenth birthday: the boy never 
spoke to him again. It was then he knew his body was dirty 
and must be controlled; he’d set himself to the task and 
accomplished it in silence. His parents didn’t even know he 
was gay—how might they react to the discovery that he was 
going out with the star quarterback of the Marcella 
Magnates? 

Why the hell was he even doing this, letting this happen? 

Because for the first time in years, he actually cared. He 
cared about Dom, and Dom cared about him. That’s what 
matters, he reminded himself. Fuck the rest. 


His parents were still up, watching a movie in the living 
room. When they heard the door open they turned to smile 
at their only son, who instantly tensed under their gaze. 
“You were gone a while,” his mother commented sweetly. 

“Dom lives on the other side of town.” 

“He seems like a great kid,” his father added. “A very 
together young man.” 

The kind of young man | should be. “We're going to a 
movie Saturday.” Testing the waters, he added, “He might 
spend the night afterwards.” 

“Oh, that’s great, honey,” his mother beamed, delighted 
that her son had found such a good friend—he never 
brought anyone home or even talked about school at all. 
“Maybe you could order pizza, and his friends could join 
you.” 

“His friends hate me.” 

“Well,” his father tried, “Maybe if you tried to be a bit 
friendlier to them...” 

Indignation. “I’m not going to be friendly to those fucking 


“Don’t talk like that in front of your mother!” 

“I'll talk however the hell | feel like. It’s a free country. And 
I’m not going to change myself to fit in with those fucking 
jerks!” 

“Dom seems nice,” his mother mumbled. 

“He’s an exception.” A very hot exception. 

His father took the lead. “Damion, maybe those other 
boys don’t like you because you're so difficult to deal with 
all the time.” 

“l'm difficult?” 

“Well—” 

“Fuck you!” He could feel where this was going, and it 
made him sick. 

“Why can’t you just—” 

“Why can’t | just grow a jockstrap and join the football 
team, is that it? Join their fucking jock group and everything 


will be okay?” 

“All I’m saying is—” 

“All you’re saying is that you’d rather have me on the 
football teaming and sucking up to those dicks than stick up 
for myself!” 

“Maybe if you—” 

“Damn it Dad, I’m never gonna be the fucking perfect 
perky son you always wanted! Never! I’m not like that, and | 
never will be! So you can just take that and shove it—” 

“Damion!” 

“Just because everyone else has to wear fucking 
obnoxious colors and has a favorite football team and has to 
have the latest fucking American Eagle style doesn’t mean | 
have to!” 

He broke. “Looking like a devil-worshiper doesn’t help!” 

“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about! You 
don’t even know me!” 

“| don’t need to know!” 

“Fuck you!” 

“Adi would never—” 

“Damn it Dad, I’m not Adi!” he roared, storming down the 
stairs. The cold slam of the door echoed through the house, 
making his parents wince. 
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He wanted Dom—he wanted someone here to smile and 
tell him things would be alright. He needed Adi. He needed 
Dom. 

But neither was there. Cranking up his music, Damion 
withdrew to the bathroom once more; when he returned, a 
deep line of blood adorned his forearm and an emptiness 
reigned in his chest. 


Chapter Eight 


Christine caught up with Dom right before lunch. “Hey 
honey,” -she gave him a quick kiss—“How’s your day?” 

“Okay, | guess. Listen, I’m going to Milo’s today for 
lunch.” 

“Milo’s?” 

“You know, that old pizza place down by the tracks?” 

“Are they still in business?” 

“Yeah. | hear their pizza’s great.” He ran a hand through 
his hair; he should do it, break it off now, make any excuse. 
But her face, her trust, her obvious affection for him made it 
almost impossible. He couldn’t do it, not now, in the middle 
of the hallway. “I figured it'd be nice to eat somewhere else 
for a change.” With someone else. 

Christine gave him an odd look, but conceded, oblivious. 
“If you say so. | promised Angela I’d eat with her today.” 

“Okay.” He already knew that—he’d made sure—but 
pretended not to and smiled gently before attempting to 
walk away. 

“Babe?” The voice stopped him. “What about Saturday?” 

Saturday. Crap. “Well, | figured we’d go see a movie of 
your choice and then get lunch.” 

“Lunch?” her nose wrinkled. “I thought we’d do 
something that night...” 

But I’m doing something with Damion that night. “I like 
lunch dates better. And we can go to the Waffle House.” It 
was her favorite restaurant. “They close at three in the 
afternoon now.” 

“Well... Okay...” When had she become so whiney, Dom 
wondered. “But next weekend, | expect a night date.” 

He nodded, smiling forcedly. “As you wish.” 

Even her laughter seemed annoying. Leaning in, she 
kissed him, a bit longer than he would have liked. “Bye babe 
—love you!” 


“...You too,” he gave her hand a squeeze, wishing it was 
Damion’s... How long could he do this? How could this be 
ended? He didn’t know, only prayed for an opening, 
somewhere. He’d never wanted to lie to her. 

2K KKK 

Damion picked him up in the back, stereo echoing faintly 
through the closed glass. It turned down when Dom slid in. 

“Hey,” the jock greeted, the smell of marijuana and 
cigarettes permeating his senses once more. He’d gotten 
used to the way Damion’s car smelled on the several long 
car rides, and now it was strangely comforting. 

“You got out of her paws okay?” Damion asked glibly. 

Dom nodded. “For lunch...” He couldn’t say for good. “| 
hate doing this.” 

“Then dump her.” Damion pulled out of the school, 
carefully avoiding over-busy streets and stoplights. “She’s a 
Skank.” 

“Damion, don’t,”—he’d take crap from his boyfriend, but 
not that. “I don’t want to hurt her. | mean, if she found out 


“—it'd break her heart.” 

“Yes,” Dom defended. “I don’t want to hurt her, or 
anyone.” They came to a small intersection. “Eventually 
she'll dump me and be ready to move on. l'Il act crushed for 
a few days, and then everything will be okay.” 

Damion paused, then growled, “You talk a lot.” 

“It’s how | figure things out.” 

“Can’t you do that in your head?” 

“Sometimes.” 

A gentle silence engulfed the pair, and eventually Dom 
rested his hand on Damion’s knee. The goth tried to ignore 
it, avoiding Dom’s gaze. They reached the tracks. “You 
shouldn’t do that,” the driver scolded as they pulled into the 
parking lot of Milo’s. 

“What?” 

“Touch me in public.” 


“We're not in public.” 

“People can see through windows.” 

Dom smiled, shifting his hand; “But | like touching you.” 

The car’s engine ceased its smooth hum and the goth 
removed the keys from the ignition, agitated, taking the 
hand on his leg and giving it back. “No.” 

Why was Damion so waspish, Dom wondered. Why was 
he especially short today? Then he saw the gash. 

It was twice as long as the others healing on Damion’s 
forearm, and by the look of it twice as deep. After a small 
pause of deliberation, he asked, “What is that?” 

His boyfriend suddenly withdrew the arm, immediately 
pulling his trench coat sleeve down to cover it. “Nothing.” 

“Nothing?” 

“Fucking nothing. Back off.” 

He hesitated. “Damion, if something’s wrong—” 

“Are we going to eat or not?” he snapped, bursting from 
the car. “I’m hungry.” 

Dom let it drop, joining his side as the goth lit another 
cigarette; he wanted more than ever to hug Damion, guard 
him from whatever shadow pained him; but he couldn’t do 
that here and now. So he sufficed for standing at his side, 
resting a reassuring hand on his shoulder. 
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It seemed to Dom Saturday would never come. He had 
lunch with Chance and the guys the rest of the week after 
they gave him hell for not being there Monday. Classes 
dragged on—except for history, which went incredibly too 
fast while Vito gave them semi-knowing smiles, thinking he 
had done a superb job of friendship making—and Christine’s 
rambling droned to an inexcusable length. He tried to 
appear interested, he really did, but after six months of 
being Dom’s girlfriend, Christine noticed something was 
amiss. And when, on Saturday, he seemed preoccupied, she 
called him on it. 

“Sorry, babe,” he explained. “I’m just a little stressed.” 


“And worried?” 

He looked up, gaze locking with hers. They sat side by 
side in a booth eating French toast and waffles. “What?” 

“You're worried,” she repeated. “I can tell.” 

Sighing, he conceded with a nod. 

“About what?” 

Hesitating momentarily, Dom finally confessed: 
“Damion.” Maybe she’d understand. 

“Damion Adrik?” 

He nodded, feeling her hand on his leg—it irked him, but 
he couldn’t get rid of it; he couldn’t break it off in the middle 
of a date, especially with the subject matter suddenly 
turned to the true reason behind it. “He’s been more 
irritable lately. | think something’s wrong.” 

“Well, the kid does pot for one thing, and’s a devil- 


worshiper—” 
“He doesn’t worship the devil,” Dom snapped, instantly 
defensive. Christine seemed stunned. “...I... | don’t think he 


knows what to believe.” He forked a sausage into his mouth, 
wishing he’d never brought it up. 

“Well, whatever he worships, he’s a bad influence. Has he 
tried to get you to smoke weed?” 

Dom paused. “...Yes...” 

“Did you take it?” 

“aa Yes...” 

“Dom!” 

“Only once, | swear!” he quickly added. “I only tried it 
once!” 
She wrinkled her nose, not liking the sound of this. “Do you 
smoke cigarettes now, too? Do you and him go to Milo’s to 
smoke? Is that why you go?” 

“Christine, what—” 

“You don’t have to lie to me,” she snapped, shoving her 
waffle through syrupy yoke. “Angela saw you get into his car 
that day at lunch!” 


r 


“So now I’m not allowed to have any new friends? Chris, 
just because | eat lunch with him doesn’t mean | smoke.” 

“You reeked like cigarettes that afternoon... And it’s not 
just me noticing, either. Chance and James asked me what 
the deal was, but | couldn’t tell them because | don’t know! 
We haven't been on a date like this in three weeks and—” 

“Just because | hang out with Damion doesn’t mean | 
can’t hang out with you. | mean, | go over to his house after 
practice sometimes...” 

“Three days this week,” she amended. 

“But some of that was for history. It’s required.” 

Christine wanted to believe him, she truly did; but the 
fact that the Freak had become one of Dom’s good friends 
worried her. “Hon, hanging out with someone like that isn’t a 
good idea. He’ll drag you down.” 

“Jesus befriended prostitutes and thieves,” he countered, 
trying to ignore the fact that what Christine saw as sin, he 
Saw as Salvation. “Just because Jesus helped sinners doesn’t 
make him one of them.” Does it make me one? 

“Jesus was perfect, Dom. He was God. You aren’t.” 

“At least I’m trying to listen to Him, instead of shoving my 
head in a book and ignoring people ‘cause they’re not like 
us.” 

“Listen to yourself! Listen to what you’re saying! A month 
ago you were so sweet, and you loved God with all your 
heart, | could see it! Now...” 

Fuck off, he wanted to say, using one of Damion’s favorite 
lines. This wasn’t a battle she could help him with, and he 
wasn’t sure he wanted her help anyway. He knew what she 
would say. “People change, Chris.” 

“But | don’t want you to change. The Bible says to leave 
the presence of a fool, or you won’t ever hear the truth. 
You're hearing lies.” 

He couldn’t argue. It wasn’t fun like it was with Damion. “l 
don’t want to fight about it anymore,” he growled curtly. 


What was going on with him? What was wrong? Ever 
since he started hanging around the Freak he’d been 
waspish, angry and distant. What had that schizo done to 
him? What could she do? Hesitantly she gave up, knowing 
there was more to this, also knowing she wouldn’t get it out 
of him. After a brief pause, she managed, “Dom?” 

“What?” 

“Will you... Will you kiss me?” 

“What?” the question was confusing, and brought Dom’s 
mind back to Christine—did she suspect? 

“Just... Just kiss me?” 

Pace yourself. Don’t jump to conclusions. “...Okay...” He 
knew he should say no, say they were over and leave this 
whole mess behind him. But her eyes were honest, 
vulnerable; didn’t want to let her down. And so he leaned 
over, giving her a soft, almost earnest kiss per her request— 
it seemed to make her feel better. 

“Promise me you'll stop hanging around him so much—it 
makes me nervous, okay hon?” 

“I'll do my best,”—another lie. When had it become so 
easy to lie to her? But Christine seemed to believe him, and 
that’s what counted. 
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Damion picked him up at five. Dom had taken a shower 
after he and Christine’s date—more of a relaxation than a 
necessity. Standing in front of the mirror after getting fully 
ready, he hoped Damion would like his t-shirt; it was white 
with a faded grey dragon insignia on the front. He'd 
received it as a Christmas present the year before, but 
Christine had pointed out dragons were a symbol of the 
devil. After the day he’d just had, the way he was feeling, he 
didn’t care. 

He slid into the car as soon as it arrived. 

Feeling the slight bump as the car pulled into the street, 
Damion asked, “How’s the skank?” 


He couldn’t argue anymore. “Annoying and nosy. She 
asked about you.” 

“Me?” 

“Well, more gave me a lecture about falling in with fools.” 
He didn’t mention the devil worship comment, or her 
accusations about smoking. 

“Figures.” 

A pause. 

“| like your shirt.” 

Smiling, Dom answered, “I knew you would.” Damion was 
wearing his palm gloves, covering his cuts and scars; a 
Small portion of the deep gash peered out, too long to be 
covered, and Dom wanted nothing more than to grab 
Damion then and there and force his boyfriend to expound 
the reason; but it would do no good. If he had learned 
anything of the goth, it was that the harder he pushed on 
the matter of blood, the more Damion resisted. Dom would 
have to wait. “Alexander is playing at five thirty,” he 
offered. 

“About?” 

“Alexander.” 

No response. 

“He was a Greek general... I’ve heard it’s alright.” 

“Sounds okay.” 

A long pause followed, almost—but not quite—awkward. 
Dom quietly took Damion’s hand in his, giving the goth a 
silent reassurance; a ghost of a smile crossed the driver’s 
face. “I missed you,” Dom added. 

“I missed you too.” No words had ever sounded more 
genuine from Damion’s lips. 
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The movie was just the kind Damion loved—intense, 
violent, and full of hot men. The pair sat in the very top row, 
and the theater was relatively empty, so they ended up with 
an entire row to themselves; which suited Dom perfectly. 
Throughout the movie he held Damion’s pale hand, running 


gentle fingers across the other’s. Never once did he look 
over, but he knew Damion was relaxing. 

When the movie finished, Damion realized that his hand 
rested on Dom’s knee—when had that happened? He looked 
away sheepishly, rising to his feet and accidentally kicking 
over the quarter-full tub of popcorn. Dom grinned cheekily 
and without a word began scraping the contents back into 
the container. 

“You don’t have to do that, you know,” Damion said. 
“There’s a reason they hire janitors.” 

“I know, but it doesn’t hurt to make their job a little 
easier.” 

Damion smirked. “Another hero moment brought to you 
by Dominic Sal.” 

“I’m not a hero.” 

“You're my hero.” Damn. He shouldn’t have said that. 

“I'll have to remember that,” Dom teased, a boyish grin 
spreading across his face. Rising, he tried, “So if I’m you’re 
hero, tell me what’s wrong.” 

Damion’s smile faded. “What?” 

The other movie-goers were already filing out the door. 
He glanced down to Damion’s forearm. “Something’s wrong. 
What is it?” 

“None of your fucking business,” he snarled, instantly 
defensive. 

“But—” 

“What, so now I’m not allowed to run my own life? It’s my 
fucking problem, not yours.” He couldn’t believe Dom was 
doing this here. 

“But | want to help—” 

“You wanna help?” he barked, “Then stay out of it!” He 
turned and descended the stairs with a curt mien that 
reminded Dom strangely of a feline, snarling, ripping his 


way through the crowd to the exit. 
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Bursting from the doors, Damion charged out just in time 
to meet Bennet, Chance and James, among them a tub of 
popcorn and several mega drinks; the goth paused in 
Surprise, and a wicked grin came to James’ face. “Hey look, 
guys, it’s the Freak.” 

“On a date?” seconded Bennet. 

“Fuck off!” Damion exploded, shoving the latter aggressor 
back and away in an attempt to get through. 

“Oh, you made him angry,” James laughed, mocking the 
fright in Bennet’s eyes. “Maybe he’ll suck your blood out 
through a straw.” 

“Shut the fuck up and leave me alone!” Damion finally 
burst through, shooting to the metal side door marked EXIT. 

“Hey Freak, where’s your boyfriend?” Bennet called with 
laughter. 

As if on cue, Dom emerged from the theater’s double 
doors—he’d taken a second to gather himself before dealing 
with a raging goth—and when he saw James and Bennet 
laughing, caught the tail end sight of Damion running off, 
his anger burst forth. “What’d you do?” he demanded. 

“Dom... What are you doing here?” Chance asked with 
confusion. “I thought you’d be on a date with Christine...” 

“What the hell did you say to him!” he demanded. “If you 
touched him, | swear to God—” 

“Whoa, Dom, ease up...” Chance intervened. “What are 
you talking about?’ 

A severe protectiveness seared through Dom's voice and 
eyes, taking the others off guard. “Look, Damion has 
enough trouble without you jerks taunting him all the time.” 

“Why do you care?” Bennet smiled innocently. 

“Careful,” James warned, “Hang around that and you 
gotta watch your ass.” 

“And your neck,” Bennet added, “He’ll want to suck your 
blood—” 

“—and your balls.” 


“Shut up,” Chance barked, seeing rage seethe in the 
other’s eyes. “Dom, what’s the matter?” 

“Why do you do that?” he growled, trying his hardest not 
to deck them. “Why do you give him hell?” 

They seemed amused. “It’s the Freak,” James responded. 
“Why not?” 

“He’s not a freak,” Dom barked, then started after his 
boyfriend, who had disappeared. 

Chance caught his arm. “What’s going on? Dom!” 

He had brushed the other aside, ignoring the confused 
gazes and startled comments of his friends. 
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He found Damion sitting in the car, cigarette in hand. 
Sliding into the passenger seat, Dom took a deep breath 
before speaking. 

“Damion, I’m sorry. | shouldn’t... | shouldn’t have asked 
you that in there.” 

The goth said nothing. 

“Look, those guys are jerks.” 

“I don’t give a fuck about them,” the driver snarled, lying 
through his teeth. “I’m used to it.” Everything seemed to be 
coming down on him at once; he felt like he was trapped in 
a darkroom and couldn’t escape. “You don’t have to fucking 
apologize for them.” 

Dom saw the smoke shoot from the other’s mouth, saw 
knuckles turn white as they gripped the steering wheel, 
heard the quaking in his breath; he saw the knot work on 
the back of the goth’s neck—strength. At any cost. Dom 
realized there was more to this than he understood, maybe 
more than Damion understood. He felt helpless. “...Get in 
back,” he commanded. 

“What?” 

“Put out the cigarette and get in back.” 

After a momentary hesitation, Damion did as instructed 
and slid into the backseat, and Dom pulled at him from 
behind, bringing him to rest against him. Dom’s strong arms 


engulfed him, and Damion reluctantly settled himself 
against the solid reality of Dom’s body. As his boyfriend held 
on tighter, offering a tangible warmth, his guard slowly 
Slipped, bit by bit easing away. He felt no need to act, to do 
anything but sit; Dom’s arms encompassed him, and the 
goth felt the agitation slip away, the tension melting down— 
he could be safe here. It was like staring straight at a green 
sun. 

He rested in his boyfriend’s arms for over a half hour, 
hidden from the world by front seats and tinted windows. In 
the silence, only the pair of them mattered. Those arms felt 
so good around him now, and the mere contact of a caring 
touch shifted his world completely. Suddenly he wondered— 
how long had it been, before Dom came, that he’d received 
a hug? That he’d received any friendly touch at all? 

Years. It had been years. “You're crazy,” he murmured. 

Dom smiled in turn. “And why is that?” 

He couldn’t explain it, not in words; instead he merely 
sunk further against Dom’s body. 

Then his stomach growled. “We should eat,” he added. 
“How about Milo’s?” 

“You love that place, don’t you?” Dom teased, tracing 
circular patterns beneath Damion’s shirt. The victim closed 
his eyes. 

“l have my reasons...” He turned his head to kiss Dom, 
Slipping his tongue in and out of the jock’s mouth... That 
was another thing—he loved Dom’s kisses. 

Then his stomach growled again. 

“C’mon,” said Dom, “Let’s go eat.” 

The other nodded, giving him a final kiss before 

murmuring, “Thank you.” 
“Anytime.” Dom squeezed him again before sliding back into 
the front seat. As they pulled out of the theater parking lot— 
now filling once more with a rush of moviegoers—Damion 
asked quietly, “You could stay at my place tonight. If you 
want to.” 


Dom heard the insecurity in the goth’s voice, the 
question, and agreed assertively. “I’d like that.” He didn’t 
ask if they’d be sharing a bed, or what they’d do in it. 


Chapter Nine 


Milo’s was fairly busy, though Damion’s usual corner 
remained unoccupied. The pair went through the line—Dom 
ordered two pepperonis and Damion a veggie—and took 
their seats. They’d hardly said five words to each other 
when Christine walked through the doors. 

“Crap,” Dom cursed, averting his gaze in hopes she 
wouldn’t see them. He wondered if Chance had told her 
about the theater, and if she was here looking for him. He 
hoped not. 

Damion remained calm as he finished his pizza. “We've 
got as much right to be here as she does,” he encouraged, 
lighting a cigarette. “It’s not like we're doing anything 
wrong. Just getting something to eat.” 

Christine spotted them as she got her order. She made 
her way over, and Dom thought of a million excuses to use, 
a million stories he could tell her. She wasn’t happy, he 
could tell, but he became truly concerned when she sat 
down next to him, sliding in across from Damion, greeting 
nonchalantly, 

“Hey.” She gave her boyfriend’s knee a squeeze. “Mind if | 
join you?” 

“Yes,” Damion growled. 

Christine ignored him. “I thought I’d see what all this talk 
is about Milo’s. I’ve never been here before...” Neither man 
said anything. “Chance said he saw you guys at the theater. 
Funny coincidence, huh.” Nothing. Coughing slightly, she 
noted, “It’s kinda smoky in here.” 

Damion deliberately expelled a stream of silver from his 
lips. 

“You know,” she continued, “Those things’ll kill you.” 

Damion flipper her off—quite a feat for one holding a 
drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other. 


“Lovely,” Christine rolled her eyes. “Those things murder 
your lungs—and your teeth turn yellow and your breath 
smells, plus you get all that cancer and stuff later in life, and 
you know, it’s really just a coping mechanism: people who 
smoke can’t deal with the pressure of everyday life that’s 
why the smoke so much and scientists say—” 

“Alright, alright,” Dom finally burst, “lay off him already!” 
He could see the animosity and rage flaring in his 
boyfriend’s gaze, and even under a pretense of neutrality he 
would not let that happen. “Just because you don’t smoke 
doesn’t mean you have to give him hell for it.” 

A flicker of gratitude flashed through Damion’s eyes. 
Cheekily, the goth pulled out his pack of smokes and held 
them towards the pair. “Want one?” 

Christine just glared, sliding a possessive arm around 
Dom’s waist. 

“What about it, Dom?” 

He saw the cigarettes extended towards him, heard the 
sarcasm in Damion’s voice, the challenge; he knew exactly 
what to say. “No. Thanks anyway.” 

“Thanks?” Christine snorted, “He’s trying to kill you and 
you thank him?” 

“Back off, bitch,” the goth snarled. He’d known Dom 
would refuse—he wouldn’t have offered if he thought the 
jock would actually take them. He wouldn’t let Dom hurt 
himself like that on his account. 

“Lovely,” she spat again. Turning to Dom, she added, “Do 
you need a ride to church tomorrow?” 

A heavy pause ensued, during which the two men’s eyes 
locked briefly and Christine looked in confusion from one to 
the other. Finally, “I don’t think l'Il go tomorrow.” 

Christine glanced once more to Damion, who slurred, 
“Like I’d go.” 

“Look, | really think it’s a bad idea to skip church, Dom. 
Pastor Clem is doing a series on Leviticus and—” 


“Christine, would you please just shut up!” Dom 
exploded. 

She paused, doubt imbibing her bellflower gaze. Who was 
this man, and where was her boyfriend? “Did you have this 
planned?” she asked quietly, finally asking what she wanted 
to know. “Is this why you wanted to go on a day date, so 
you could hang out with... with him tonight?” 

He didn’t answer—now that it came to it, he couldn’t; or 
maybe he just didn’t want to. Avoiding her gaze, he 
shoveled the last of his pizza crust through a glob of sauce 
and into his mouth. His heart was wrenched in two. Damion 
expelled a slow stream of smoke, and Christine caught his 
gaze, shuddering involuntarily—a strange, twisted victory 
lurked there. He’s mine, that gaze assured deeply, intensely. 
Christine knew she had lost, though to what, she couldn’t 
Say. 

“I think... maybe...” she began, afraid of her own words. 
“Since you obviously enjoy Ais company more than mine...” 

Dom remained silent. How could he answer? 

Nervously she withdrew her arm from the jock’s waist. “... 
Dom, we're over.” 

Relieved, he could only nod in acknowledgment; he did 
not trust himself to speak. 

And Christine’s heart broke—he hadn’t even fought it, 
hadn’t shown the slightest sense of loss. She’d lost him, 
failed him; there must have been something she could have 
done. 

Dom’s heart was breaking, as well. He wanted 
desperately to tell her the reason, that it wasn’t her fault, 
but he also knew that would hurt her even deeper. So he 
remained mute as she picked up her tray and moved to the 
other side of the room, her back to the pain. 

Damion didn’t say a word. 
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They pulled up to Damion’s house in silence. The goth 

could tell Dom was ruminating what had just happened, and 


the significance of it—Dom was single now. Well, publicly 
single. He still had Damion, which was the original plan. Yet 
he could see the sadness in Dom’s eyes—one couldn’t go 
out with someone, guy or girl, for six months and not feel 
their absence. 

“lm sorry,” Damion murmured softly. 

“Don’t be.” Dom rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. 
“It had to happen sometime. Better sooner than late.” The 
stars glowed iridescently in the ebony sky, reflecting faintly 
off the car’s hood. He remembered sitting out on a park 
bench, watching the stars turn, holding Christine in his 
arms. He wondered where his life would go—it was like 
stepping off a ledge into open air. He wasn’t sure if the 
ground would rise to meet him, or if he would plummet into 
the darkness and be lost. 

“| have a surprise for you,” he added, brightening slightly. 
Damion watched in curiosity as Dom produced a rose and 
an old CD case from the Jaguar’s side pocket. “I hid it when | 
first got in... | figure if we’re going to do this date thing, we 
may as well do it right,” he smiled. 

He handed them over for Damion’s inspection—it took the 
goth a moment to realize the rose was black. He smiled, 
opening the CD case to find a disk entitled Romantic ReMix. 
Across the bottom was Dom’s blocky handwriting—From, 
Your Superjock. 

Damion grinned softly. “Very funny. What’s on it?” 

“I guess you'll have to listen to it,” Dom smiled in 
triumph. He’d do anything to see that spark of happiness 
shining from the goth’s eyes—he wanted to see it more 
often. “C’mon.” 

The pair exited the car and, entering the house, was 
greeted by a smiling Mrs. Adrik. “Damion! Dom! How was 
the movie?” 

“Fuck off” and “Great” the boys echoed, and Damion took 
off towards the bedroom only to be halted by his mother’s 
voice. 


“Were you going to order pizza, honey?” 

“We already ate,” he barked dryly, motioning Dom to 
follow. 

The jock did, but not before muttering a “Thanks 
anyway.” Descending once more into Damion’s lair, he 
heard her comment, 

“He’s a good boy,” and Mr. Adrik second, 

“Damion should find more like him.” 

“If you only knew,” Dom smiled to himself, hearing the 
click of the heavy door locking behind them. Turning to his 
boyfriend, he asked, “Why do you do that?” 

“What?” 

“Lock the door?” 

Damion shrugged. “I don’t know. Habit, | guess.” 

Dom moved across the room and loaded the CD in the 
stereo. 

Suddenly he felt something incredibly cold press the back 
of his neck, and whirling found Damion holding a pair of ice 
cream pints. 

“| have a Surprise, too,” the goth announced, placing one 
of them in Dom’s hand. “Saved for a rainy day.” 

“Cookie dough!” Dom laughed. “How did you know | 
like...” 

Damion smirked. “And you thought | wasn’t paying 
attention that day in history.” 

Dom could only shake his head in amazement. 

“And that’s not all,” his boyfriend continued. “C’mere.” He 
dragged Dom through another door opposite the bathroom 
—Dom had seen it before, but paid no mind—and when they 
crossed the threshold, blacklights sparked to life, 
illuminating the scene. Neon hockey and pool tables stood 
as islands in the center, several couches lined the walls, 
glowing posters of guitars and dragons spread haphazardly, 
and in every corner was a speaker. 

“Watch this,” Damion commanded. He pressed play on 
the remote, pointing it at the stereo in the other room. The 


first notes of a rock song floated through the game room 
speakers. Damion smirked, holding up his ice cream. “How 
about it?” 
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The next hour and a half flew by in a blur. While rock 
songs blasted in their ears, the clack of the air hockey puck 
penetrated the notes, along with the click of pool balls and 
the laughter of the boys. Both finished their tub of ice cream 
and a bag of licorice Damion produced. Only once did the 
goth light up a cigarette, and nothing else, for which Dom 
was intensely grateful—he had come to realize Damion 
generally smoked when something was wrong, or when he 
needed assistance relaxing; the goth seemed to be doing 
just fine without it. And when he began tickling Damion 
senseless, the sound of his boyfriend’s laughter made Dom 
laugh, as well—it was so good to hear him laugh. 

Damion loved this. No one had ever cared about him this 
way, taken such intense interest in him before; he’d never 
let anyone. Perhaps making out with Dom on the beanbag 
that night was the first miracle ever to occur in his life; it 
was the accidental slip that gave Dom access to a part no 
one else saw. 

Then a slow song came on. 

“Wanna dance?” Dom asked suddenly, rising from where 
he had fallen during their wrestling game. 

“What?” Damion joined him. 

“Do you want to dance?” 

The goth’s eyes fell, avoiding Dom’s gaze embarrassedly. 
“No... | can’t...” 

“You can’t?” 

Finally he admitted, “I don’t know how.” 

“It’s easy,” Dom assured, pulling him out into an open 
space. The blacklights did wonders to Damion—his pale skin 
almost glowed under their torsion, and the rest of his body 
was swallowed in darkness. “Like this,” he demonstrated, 


placing the other’s arms around his neck, then resting his 
own around Damion’s waist. “Now just rock back and forth.” 

Damion tried and ended up bumping into Dom. “Sorry.” 

“Don’t worry. Just like this.” The jock moved back and 
forth to the beat, feeling Damion tremble nervously beneath 
his hands—why was the goth so nervous? “There, you've 
got it.” He could feel the other’s breath warming his neck, 
could sense his heartbeat and the soft pad of feet on carpet. 
It was funny, but this should be incredibly awkward; after 
all, he’d never been with another man like this, so intimate. 
But it felt right, and his partner felt more uncomfortable 
than he was. 

“Il... I’ve never danced before,” Damion admitted, 
accidentally stepping on Dom’s foot. 

“Never?” He found that hard to believe. “You never went 
to any school dances or anything?” 

The other shook his head. “I never wanted to.” 

“You're lucky, then.” 

“Why?” Damion’s brows furrowed slightly. 

“You never had to see me dance,” Dom laughed. “I was 
terrible.” 

“You're a great dancer now.” 

“And | had to sacrifice many a young lady’s toes to the 
cause. Besides, slow dancing’s easy.” 

Damion paused, glancing down briefly before asking, 
Slightly hesitant, “Did you—do you—really like girls?” 

Sighing, the jock explained, “I did. | guess | still could, or 
at least act like it. But it’s different with you. It feels more 
right... | always felt fake with girls, especially Christine, 
y’know, like | couldn’t like her the way she did me...” 

The last notes of the song faded, and Damion made to 
move away, done with dancing; Dom kept him close. 
“Wait...” 

Another song began, slow and metallic. As soon as he 
heard the first line, Damion’s eyes widened in surprise. “The 


Phantom of the Opera!” he declared, watching a victorious 
smile spread across the other’s face. 

“Modernized to fit the next generation,” Dom proclaimed 
smugly. “The Music of the Night, | think this one’s called.” 

“Damn you,” he confirmed. 

While the salacious music played, Dom pulled Damion 
closer, planting a small kiss on his neck. He couldn’t get 
enough of the feel of Damion, the sweet smell of marijuana 
and sweat. Quietly he ran his hands up and down his 
boyfriend’s back, sensing the other’s positive reaction to the 
touch. 

“You had this planned, didn’t you, 
“when you gave me the CD...” 

Dom smirked, finally pressing his lips against the other's. 
“Maybe.” 

Damion kissed him back, first light, then deepening, 
intensifying. As Dom felt the other growing bolder with his 
hands and tongue, the intensity in his body rose—he wanted 
Damion, desire compounding each minute. He wanted his 
boyfriend, and it felt good, certain. He’d never been more 
certain of anything in his life, even past the barriers of 
taboos and dogma and personal shame; he wanted Damion, 
and it was the most freeing thing he could possibly have 
felt. Without a word, he undid the goth’s belt. 

As if receiving confirmation, Damion stopped momentarily 
to pull him into the next room, and both instinctively made 
for the bed; the goth turned the lights off on the way, 
leaving only two blacklights above the bed to glow. As Dom 
slid in beside Damion, he had a vague thought about what 
would happen if anyone found out, the price of what was 
happening, but it faded as soon as Damion took control. And 
then it began—the very thing both had dreaded not even a 
month ago, the sin Dom toiled hours not to desire, the thing 
Damion cut and pierced himself to be rid of. Both eagerly 
devoured it now. 


"m 


Damion murmured, 
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The whole thing was over sooner than either expected, 
and so they did it again, and again; finally as they lay 
together exhausted in the dark, Dom could content himself 
simply hearing Damion’s slowing breath, feel his chest rise 
and fall. It was incredibly relaxing, and Dom smiled at his 
apprehension before—now that it was over, it didn’t seem 
so frighteningly new. He was glad, now, that he’d had sex 
with the goth; it solidified the bond already between them, 
apart from simply being enjoyable; they both knew it was 
deeper than carnal. “Well,” he murmured, “we made it a 
week.” 

Damion nodded, smiling softly. “We’re not at each other’s 
throats yet,” he teased, drinking in the sound of Dom’s soft 
laugh. He traced a line down the jock’s jaw, content to just 
stare—damn. 

“What?” his boyfriend asked in puzzlement. 

Damion kissed him. “I don’t deserve you.” 

“I don’t deserve you,” Dom corrected. “You’re a great 
person, hon, and...” He paused, arching his brows at 
Damion’s smirk. “What?” 

“You called me hon,” he laughed. 

“So?” Dom leaned in, blowing air into his ear, causing the 
other to squirm. “That’s what you are—my honey.” 

Damion snorted. “Fine... Then you’re baby.” He said the 
name with disdain, but Dom nodded, a playful smile flirting 
with his lips.” 

“Okay. As long as I’m allowed bedding privileges...” 

Damion leaned in to kiss him again, murmuring, 
“Anytime.” The kiss was long and hard, and both were 
breathless when it broke. Dom chuckled, “Damn, you're 
needy.” 

“Deprived,” the other corrected, adjusting into a more 
comfortable position while continuing to press against the 
other body. He’d tried to keep the covers over his own form; 
he didn’t want Dom to see the scars. “You’ve had girlfriends 
to play with,” he added. “I haven’t.” 


“Never?” 

“Nope—you’re my first everything.” 

Dom paused, realizing his significance in Damion’s life. 
“So, that night, on the beanbag... That was your first kiss?” 

“Yeah. | hated myself for it.” 

Dom nodded, remembering all the emotions of that day— 
the guilt, the doubt, the shame, the desperation. It all 
seemed so distant now, as if called through a fog. “l 
remember freaking out. | didn’t know if what we did counted 
as sex or not. You know, like if I'd lost my virginity...” A slow, 
playful smile crept across his visage as he took in the 
intimacy of their naked bodies; he’d never felt anything like 
it. “Il guess it doesn’t really matter now.” 

Damion smirked, kissing him again—“You’re mine.” 

The comment sparked something in Dom, and the 
insecurity birthed a new thought. “...Damion?” 

The goth looked up into his eyes, suddenly wary, though 

in a comfortable, secure way. “What?” 
“aad...” He'd caught brief glimpses of the scars slashed 
through Damion’s skin, across his torso and arms; it 
unnerved him, but he needed to know. His lungs inhaled 
deeply—"...Can | see, your scars?” 

The question hit Damion like a wall of water; he’d known 
it would come eventually. He just didn’t want it to be 
tonight. “...Now?” 

Dom nodded softly. 

Nervousness lit in his gut: what would the jock say when 
he saw what self-inflicted hate meted on flesh, the evidence 
of his twisted perception of reality? Dom might leave, it 
might be too much; maybe the jock wouldn’t be able to 
handle it. “...Are you sure?” 

Seeing the reticence in the goth’s gaze, his own softened, 
and something grew heavier in his chest. He laid a hand on 
Damion’s side, offering reassurance. “Please?” 

The jock seemed so sincere, so caring; it scared Damion. 
It would make Dom’s rejection all the more difficult. But he 


wanted so desperately for Dom to know him and understand 
his reality. Nervous, he slowly sat up, turning to face his 
boyfriend, who rose to an elbow, then pulled away they 
covers. 

Dom’s gut fell: deep scars crisscrossed the goth’s skin, 
like he’d been attacked by a panther. Damion had pierced 
his nipples, that much Dom knew and had felt; he was 
confronted with it now, and the blunt spiked bars were much 
thicker than he’d thought. Pain softened in Dom’s chest, 
pulling at the base of his throat. “Damion...” 

The goth’s insides were melting. 

“Why?” 

“What else am | supposed to do?” he growled. 

Dom floundered for answers. “...| don’t know... | mean... 
How did this even start?” 

Taciturn silence—he refused to utter such things, even in 
the dark. 

“Doesn't it... y'know, hurt?” 

It hurt, and that’s what he wanted. 

When no answers came, Dom smoothly pulled the goth 
back down into a hug, feeling the silence. Damion rested 
against him, returning the mute friendship with surprise. 
“You... You’re not going to leave?” the goth asked hesitantly. 

Dom almost laughed: “You think I’m gonna leave?” 

Shame bloomed in Damion’s chest. “I thought... when you 
Saw...” 

The jock pulled back slightly, looking Damion face to face. 
“I’m not going to leave.” 

Damion wouldn’t meet his gaze. 

“.,.Promise me you won't hide from me?” Dom asked 
gently. 

He couldn’t, and it hurt. “I don’t make promises.” 

Dom knew that was the best the goth could give right 
now; and so he accepted it, even as a mischievous spark 
ignited in Damion’s eyes. 


“I think I’m gonna take a shower,” the goth offered, “get 
cleaned up.” 

“At three in the morning?” 

“Why not?” Damion smirked, tracing a figure-eight across 
the other’s abdomen. “Wanna join me?” 

To Damion’s intense astonishment, Dom blushed and 
glanced away. “No... That’s a little... too fast.” 

“We just had sex,” the goth laughed. “There’s nothing 
about it we didn’t just do. | mean, maybe add water.” 

“Still,” Dom cleared his throat, trying to explain what 
even he didn’t understand. All he could think was movies 
he’d seen with Angela, Bennet, Christine, when unmarried 
couples stepped into the shower together—he could hear 
Christine’s voice scoffing, Obviously they don’t know God. 
“It’s the principle of the thing.” 

Damion merely stared. “You're odd.” 

“No, I’m queer, remember?” 

“You're crazy.” 

“I have to be to keep up with you.” 

“Mmm,” the other mused. “Fine, but you owe me.” He 
rose, snatching a towel off the couch. “And I’m leaving the 
door open.” He didn’t want to feel alone. 

“No one’s stopping you.” 

A tongue stuck out obnoxiously, followed by a good- 
natured, “Fuck you.” 

“Anytime,” Dom called, then turned on his side as sleep 
engulfed his enervated form. Listening to the soothing 
patter of shower water on porcelain, he slowly digested 
what he had learned, what he’d seen of Damion—the goth 
was... there was no word to describe it. Whatever it was, he 
wanted more. He loved Damion—really cared about him. 
The thought came to him as he edged into sleep. This is 
what had been missing; this is what felt right. 


Chapter Ten 


Damion was awakened by a sharp knock on his bedroom 
door. It took the goth a moment to realize why he felt so 
warm—Dom’s arms still held him against the jock’s body; 
they’d fallen asleep together in an embarrassingly intimate 
position. 

“Damion!” came a cheery voice through the door, “Phone 
call!” 

“Shit,” he muttered, nudging Dom awake. The jock’s eyes 
opened slowly, and a groan of protest escaped his throat; he 
tightened his grip around Damion’s waist. “Get your pants 
on,” the goth ordered amusedly, sliding from the hold and 
into his own pants, shirt, and gloves—it got tiresome, 
constantly covering up scars. Briefly glancing over his 
shoulder, he opened the door. 

“It’s for Dom,” his mother explained as she handed him a 
white cordless phone, glancing intrusively past him to the 
dark room behind. 

It annoyed Damion—he slammed the door in her face. 
Confusion darkened his brow as he turned and clicked on 
the light, calling, “Here,” while throwing the phone to Dom, 
who sat on the edge of the bed. The jock dropped it in 
surprise. “And you’re a star quarterback,” Damion taunted, 
amused. It seemed odd to think he had slept with Dom last 
night—it had all felt so surreal, like a hallucinogenic high, 
the first good one he’d ever had. The protest of his muscles 
that had seen the most action, however, assured him it was 
very real. 

Dom retrieved the fumbled phone off the floor, anxious in 
confusion—no one should know he was here. “Hello?” 

“Hey Dom, how’s it going?” 

Chance. How did he know? And how did he get the 
number? “Pretty good.” 


“Hey man, we're supposed to eat at the Chinese place 
today...” He sounded concerned. “James and Bennet aren’t 
coming, but...” 

Dom felt like smacking himself—how had he forgotten? 
“Uh... right...” 

Damion watched his boyfriend sitting on the edge of the 
bed with growing interest—damn, he was hot. The goth 
appraised broad, tan shoulders, muscular back, husky 
voice... It was all far too tempting, and Damion was feeling 
mischievous. 

“Look, Chance... I’m kind of...” Dom’s speech halted 
unevenly as warm hands caressed his shoulders. 

“Dom?” came the muffled voice on the other end. 

He tried to ignore them. “Yeah... Sorry, | kinda...” The 
hands moved down and around; a warm mouth bit at his 
ear. “I, uh...” Damion was doing his best to be a distraction, 
and he was succeeding, much to the goth’s amusement. 

“Dom? Are you there?” 

The jock rose, prying himself from the embrace. “Sorry...” 
Damion followed, assaulting him directly with seductive 
tongue and groping hands. Trying to fight off his boyfriend 
while answering his best friend’s questions, Dom nearly fell 
over. “How did you know | was here?” 

Damion went for the jock’s mouth. 

“Christine said you were with him last night at Milo’s... 
Tough break up.” 

“Yeah,” managed Dom, “I feel terrible.” 

“She said you weren’t coming this morning, and | got the 
answering machine at your house... Wasn’t hard to find the 
number.” 

Dom couldn’t concentrate. “Where are you?” 

“At church. The service is about halfway through.” 

Damion was having fun—he could feel the other’s 
muscles stiffen, undecided whether to push him away or 
pull him closer. 


“Could you hang on a second?” Dom finally burst into the 
phone. Damion smirked as the jock hastily set the phone on 
the dresser and tried to ward him off with both hands. 
Damion smiled, mock malignant, struggling to touch him. 
Finally Dom just tackled the goth, wrestling him to the floor 
until he had Damion pinned, trying not to contemplate the 
position in depth, and reprimanded sternly, “I’m on the 
phone.” 

Damion smiled, “I know.” 

“Just for a moment, hon, please?” 

The goth moved, feeling how it affected the one above 
him. “Are you sure?” 

Tempting, but... “Yes.” 

Damion ceased struggling, and the jock tickled him 
momentarily before rising and retrieving the phone. “Sorry 
about that,” Dom apologized, hearing the hum of music on 
the other end. “What were we talking about?” 

“Chinese food.” 

“Right. Can we do it next weekend?” 

The voice paused. “...Well, we’ve got the game next 
weekend...” 

It was a weak excuse. This whole thing seemed too much 
effort for Chance to be just interested in the food. A spark of 
nervousness lit his chest, and Dom glanced back to the goth 
picking up the evidence of the night before. “Can Damion 
come?” 

Silence. 

“I mean, he’s my ride into town.” 

Silence. 

“Please?” 

“Look, Dom, | don’t think—” 

“Please? It’s just lunch.” He was afraid where this could 
go. Somehow, he felt better if Damion were with him. 

A pause. Finally, “Alright. See you at Ming in an hour.” 

“Great. See you soon.” 

“Bye.” 


Setting the phone back on the dresser, Dom couldn’t help 
but note how disappointed Chance had seemed, like he had 
betrayed him or something. Was having lunch really that 
hard? 

“What was that all about?” Damion asked, pulling Dom 
into his arms, enjoying the tangibility. 

He accepted eagerly. “Me and some of the guys go out to 
lunch every other Sunday after church. Sounds like it’s just 
Chance going today.” 
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“He wants me to come.” He massaged Damion’s back 
appealingly. For some reason, holding his boyfriend near 
gave him overwhelming confidence—Damion was his, and 
he could survive anything with him near. He would guard 
the goth from anything, too. Even Chance. “He said you 
could come, too.” 

Damion involuntarily stiffened at the proposed situation. 
Did Dom really know him that little, to think he’d agree to 
something like that? “I have homework to do.” 

Calling his bluff, “You don’t do homework.” 

Damion wouldn’t meet his gaze. 

“Look, hon, | know he’s been a jerk to you, but | care 
about him. lIl be there...” 

“Like that'll stop him.” 

“It'll work out. I just want the two of you to be friends...” 

“Just because you like him doesn’t mean | have to,” he 
Snapped, pulling away. “He can go fuck himself for all | 
care!” Retreating to the bathroom, he closed the door 
decisively in Dom's face. 

“Damn it,” the jock growled, running fingers through his 
hair. Why couldn’t they just get along? Why did everyone 
have to be at odds? All Dom wanted was for his best friend 
and boyfriend—the two people he cared about most—to at 
least attempt tolerance of each other. But staring at the 
ominously blank bathroom door, he felt more than ever like 
he was attempting the impossible. 


” 
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Damion leaned his back against the closed door, releasing 
a tense sigh. Why was Dom doing this? He knew what those 
guys did to him every day, the names they contrived. He 
knew how malicious the pack themselves could be, just in 
passing; how could he invite him to actually sit down and 
have lunch with one of them? The irascible figure searched 
pockets until he found a pack of cigarettes, snatching a 
lighter from the counter before igniting the appeasing drug. 

As smoke filled his lungs, Damion ambled to the closet, 
then the Jacuzzi, then back to the mirror. Shakily he opened 
a drawer to retrieve his eyeliner; the switchblade jostled 
into view with an inviting thunk. He paused, hesitating. 
Usually when anger took him, the blade became his answer, 
and an effective one at that. 

Dom had no idea what he was asking. To him, it was just 
lunch, nothing hard or awkward. Dom hadn’t hated Chance 
for years, hadn’t dreaded facing the mirror like he had, 
labeled like a machine in a store. What did Dom know about 
self-disgust taught by others, causing the kind of hate that 
manifested into physical pain? Did he know what it was like, 
to find comfort in self-mutilation? To be pleased by the sight 
of his own blood on his hands? Dom cared—why didn’t 
Damion? 

Because he couldn’t. Damion couldn’t care because he 
was simply incapable of caring about anyone, even himself. 
He was dead. Empty. 

But he could care about Dom—he reminded himself of 
that, smoke seeping from icy lips. The jock had changed 
that: he wasn’t empty anymore. He’d known Dom stood up 
for him, last night in the theater, knew he was on his side. 
But still, Dom’s protection did not keep internal pains from 
surfacing. Pensively he fingered the knife, feeling the raised 
flame design. 

Suddenly, “Damn it!” he snarled, slamming the drawer 
shut and flicking his cigarette into the toilet, dousing it with 


a definite hiss. Swallowing a knot of angry bile, Damion 
turned once more to the mirror. 
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Dom jumped slightly when the bathroom door jolted open 
without warning. Damion stood stock-still in the doorway, 
eyeliner thick and frown in place, defeated annoyance 
emanating from his cold gaze. “You ready?” he growled. 

“What?” Dom rose from the bed where he’d sat. 

“We're going to lunch, aren’t we?” 

The jock nodded in compliance—if that’s what Damion 
was willing to give, he wouldn’t argue. “Let’s go.” 
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Dom could sense the goth’s tension as they walked 
through a single glass door and into Ming Chinese. Chance 
had already gotten them a booth, and as the two slid in next 
to each other opposite, the slightly disgruntled jock offered 
up menus. 

“The waitress took my order already. She should be back 
soon.” 

“Great,” Dom smiled, trying to remain blasé for the sake 
of the other two. “I’ve been wanting egg rolls all week.” 

Damion remained mute. 

Chance tried, “What was going on, on the phone? You 
sounded like you had bad reception or something...” 

“Damion was trying to shove me around,” Dom replied 
with an innocent smile, causing his boyfriend to stifle a 
dominant laugh; Dom stepped on his foot to silence him, 
though Chance was oblivious—he could have sworn he 
heard Dom call someone ‘hon’ on the other end, but he 
must have been mistaken. He had to be. 

Engulfed in an awkward silence, the trio waited 
impatiently for the waitress to arrive. People bustled by, lost 
in their own lives. Chance watched the customers’ feet 
traverse the speckled green carpet, looking anywhere but 
the goth, who was himself searching for a ‘No Smoking’ 
sign, noting the ashtray on their table. Finally, 


“Can | help you?” The waitress had returned, setting 
Chance’s plate of shrimp lo mein before him with a decisive 
clunk. 

“Sure,” Dom beamed politely. “Could | have the beef 
chow mein, please?” 

“Alright.” She turned to Damion. 

“Sweet and sour pork.” 

“Oh! And an order of egg rolls, please,” Dom added, 
earning a smile from the waitress, who cheerily complied. 

“Of course, dear. It will be right out.” 

She disappeared into the kitchen, and Damion pulled out 
a cigarette, lighting it nonchalantly as he growled, “Candy- 
ass flirt.” 

Dom smiled back. “Just cause you can’t get any...” 

“I can get all | want. Just have to offer some weed...” 

“Ass,” Dom laughed, feeling the goth’s leg touch his. 

“I’m not the ass.” 

Chance puzzled at their antics—the two shared 
something, some connection he couldn’t quite place, though 
it seemed annoyingly familiar, seeing the spark in Dom’s 
eyes, the malicious, taunting smile across Damion’s face. It 
was amazing, seeing Damion Adrik smile; he would almost 
call it hell freezing over. And yet, as friendly—or in the 
goth’s case, maliciously kind—they seemed, their 
relationship was different than anything Dom and he ever 
Shared. It confused him. 

“Next time l'Il floor you, how’s that?” Dom was smirking. 

It flew over Chance’s head. The food arrived quickly, and 
Damion had barely taken three bites before he rose and 
made for the bathroom. Chance shifted nervously as he 
watched the goth go, seeing a smile flirt with Dom’s lips. 

“So... Why were you at Adrik’s this morning?” he tried, 
probing the situation in hopes of understanding—he wasn’t 
quite ready to give up the puzzle yet. 

“I spent the night,” he explained. “I was out there so late 
last night, y’know, it was just easier.” 


Chance nudged a piece of shrimp into the pooling soy 
sauce. “Dom... You should be careful...” 


“What?” 

“Well, you know the Freak’s...” Chance tried uneasily. “l 
mean, Damion's... You don’t want to send him...”—he really 
was trying—”"...well, the wrong signals, y’know?” 


A sinking uncurled low in Dom’s gut. He decided to play 
dumb. Where was Damion? “What do you mean?” 

He glanced away, awkward. “Well... | mean, going to 
lunch, and a movie, then dumping Christine and spending 
the night at his place... He might think...” 

Annoyance flared. “He might think what? That somebody 
actually cares?” 

And there it was—the unknown connection. But now 
Chance was the one getting signals, loud and clear; and as 
blatant as they were, he still hesitated. “Dom...” 

“You don’t even know him. You two would really get along 
if you tried.” 

“...Are you and him... Are you...” 

Dom’s gut was in knots—half of him wanted Chance to 
know; over ten years of sharing everything with his friend 
made keeping this secret intensely difficult. The other half 
warned him against it for fear of the consequences. Shoving 
a mushroom across his plate and into a pile of soy-drenched 
noodles, he tried, “This chow Mein is really good.” 

But Chance wouldn’t be distracted. Two and two equals 
four, and this all painted a picture he couldn’t ignore any 
longer. “Are you and him...” 

“Chance...” 

“But...” Unease quickly escalated to fear. “God, you can’t 
be!” 

Taking a deep breath, nearly vomiting in terror, Dom 
finally confessed: “He’s my boyfriend.” 

2K KKK 

Chance sat outside, elbows on knees, head in hands, on 

the bench outside Ming Chinese. He’d walked out, 


” 


overwhelmed. “Damn...” he breathed, thoughts reeling. 
Dom hadn’t followed, something he was intensely thankful 
for; he needed a moment. More than a moment. He needed 
a week. 

Where had this come from? Was he just stupid, oblivious? 
What else had happened, was still happening, that he didn’t 
know about? Were they just that good at lying? A month 
ago, he would have sworn on his life Dom was straight... He 
had a girlfriend for God’s sake! Had he just been playing 
them, for all these years? Why hadn’t Dom told him? 
“Damn...” 

Dom was gay. Was a fag. Had a boyfriend: the Freak, of all 
people, the schizo with a Satanic symbol woven through his 
skin. The Freak probably forced him—maybe he got him 
high. Adrik probably drugged him and did who knows what, 
and now Dom couldn’t get out of the situation. 

And yet, Dom seemed happy. Even the goth was smiling— 
Damion Adrik, smiling, showing some sign of life. It seemed 
off, but maybe not really bad; then again, that’s how this 
stuff worked didn’t it? Why the hell would Dom want this? 
Did he really want to hurt everyone, hurt Chance, that 
much? What had he ever done to deserve that from Dom? 

“Damn...” 

The door opened to his left. The jock didn’t turn. 

“Chance.” 

It was Adrik; the Freak had come out after him. 

“Come back in and talk to Dom.” 

Chance almost laughed. “About what? About how he lied 
to me? About how he just forgot to tell me he was a fag?” 
His voice trailed off, suddenly finding the situation 
exasperatingly amusing. “...That he was gay and had a 
boyfriend, you of all people?” 

“You know, somehow I’m not surprised,” the goth growled 
acidly—this all reminded him of another time, another place; 
it infuriated him. “It’s fucking just like you to sit out here 
and throw yourself a fucking pity party while Dom’s in there 


blaming himself because you didn’t even fucking feel like 
saying a word before you walked out on him.” 

Anger sparked. “What the hell was | supposed to do? 
Congratulate him?” 

“You jocks think you’re so fucking tough, but you’re just a 
bunch of gutless jerks. You wanna leave? Go ahead. Drive 
away like the asshole you are.” 

He couldn’t respond, though the goth didn’t give him an 
opportunity anyway. The door closed definitely, solidly; if 
Damion had wanted to make him feel guilty, he’d won. But 
what did that do? So now he was confused and feeling guilty 
about walking out on his best friend whose boyfriend just 
bitched him out. 

With shame he considered Damion’s option—leave. Drive 
away. Forget this ever happened. 

But he couldn’t. Whether he wanted to or not, past all the 
confusion and anger and guilt, he was Dom’s best friend, 
and had been since kindergarten. That’s why he stayed— 
somehow, he hoped he could go back in there and face 
Dom, tell him just what he thought, ask the questions 
reeling in his head. He wanted to, but didn’t know if he 
could. 

Finally, taking a deep breath, he rose and returned to the 
fragrant air of Ming Chinese where his best friend and the 
Freak waited. 
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Damion looked up at the bell announcing another 
customer’s arrival—Chance. 

Slowly the massive lineman sauntered back as if afraid to 
approach, trying to avoid the awkward situation as long as 
possible. In the end, it didn’t avail him; he ended up sitting 
back at the table. 

“.,.Look, Dom... I’m sorry. For walking out like that.” 

Damion didn’t particularly like the apology—he didn’t 
trust this man and didn’t expect any apology coming from 
his lips to actually be true. 


Apparently Dom did. “That’s... It’s okay. | mean, | 
understand. It’s a lot.” He didn’t want to seem distressed by 
it, though inside it had stung more than anything since this 
whole thing began. It was what he feared most. 

Chance allowed a weary laugh. “Yeah... It’s hard to 
handle, y’know?” 

“Welcome to reality,” Damion snarled. “It’s not so great, 
huh.” 

He couldn’t believe he was doing this. “Damion, | know | 
haven’t been the greatest to you...” 

The goth’s gaze turned vicious. “I don’t want any of your 
damn apologies just because I’m suddenly on good terms 
with one of your boys. You can go fuck yourself for all | 
Care.” 

Well then. “Look, | really am sorry—” 

“Sorry for what? For fucking me over every time you see 
me? For calling me a worthless cocksucker? For shoving me 
into a locker every day?” A cigarette rested lightly between 
his index and middle finger. “For beating me around? What 
are you so fucking sorry for, Chance?” 

“I...” He paused, considering this; he didn’t know exactly 
what he was sorry for; all he knew was that he’d been 
beating around someone who mattered to Dom, albeit in a 
new and foreign way. “I guess I’m just sorry.” 

Damion didn’t respond. 

“You know, Chance,” Dom interjected, “I wanted to tell 
you. | really did. | just... | was scared. Like you’d get angry 
or hate me...” That you might walk out. 

Chance saw the fear in his eyes, the uncertainty and 
question in his voice. “I...” Could he say it? “I mean, | am 
mad, but... not at you. | guess...” He inhaled deeply for 
courage. “I just... Why didn’t you tell me? | mean, we've 
known each other a hell of a long time for you to just forget 
that part.” 

Dom shifted. “I guess | was just... | was scared, you 
know?” 


“That’s what pissed me off the most. Like you don’t trust 
me.” 

Dom didn’t know what to say, confronted with such a fact. 
“I’m sorry...” Dom felt that of all the reactions Chance could 
have, this was one of the better scenarios. “I haven't lied to 
you about anything else. You know that.” 

Did he? Chance couldn’t truly be sure. It was something 
that would have to be proven through time. A thought rose, 
a question, and maybe an out. Glancing uneasily at the 
Freak in the seat next to Dom, he asked, “Have you guys 
actually, you know... What if you don’t actually like it...” 

Damion glared. “That’s none of your fucking business.” 

But the look in Dom’s eyes said it all—they had. 

Holy shit. 


Chapter Eleven 


“Christmas—it’s in the air.” Mr. Vito meandered through 
the classroom, yardstick in hand. “And so is your unit test. | 
would encourage you to study, as it will be over the entire 
Roman Empire. Be sure to know your rulers.” 

Damion turned slightly, murmuring, “Hey Dom, wanna 
study?” 

The jock smiled, knowing full well what Damion was 
asking. It had been two weeks since they’d first had sex, 
and though the pair had indulged in several intimate 
moments since then, they’d yet to make it that far. Dom 
leapt at the opportunity. “Sure! Friday night.” 

“Adrik,” Vito barked, “Turn around.” 

Damion did, smirking to himself—he loved having a 
boyfriend. 

Vito continued. “That means Felix Brutus, Gracchi 
brothers, the Caesars, Constantine: everyone. Be sure to 
note important dates for the test. There won't be a lot of 
them, but it’s always good to be prepared.” Moving to his 
desk, he opened a folder, producing a sheet of paper. 
“Continuing on... Our next unit on China begins Monday 
after the test. In order to get a jump start on that, I’m giving 
you new unit comrades so you can have the movie 
questions finished by Tuesday for discussion. As always, no 
switching! | assign comrades specifically. Watch the movie 
together and be ready to answer questions Tuesday.” 

Damion’s mind was sucked back into the month before, 
when he had first been assigned to Dom, how apprehensive 
he had been. A pair of knuckles brushed his back 
inconspicuously, and Damion smiled—Dom was 
remembering, too. 

“Antonio Chavez and Peter Green,” Vito called. “Susan Bar 
and Jessie Gesto...” The list continued on; Damion was 
paired with a hippie band geek, and finally, “Dom Sal and 


James West.” The goth stiffened—he didn’t like that 
situation. He knew too much about James. 

“Alright—you all know the drill. | want to know their full 
name, favorite band, ice cream, and significant other. Ten 
minutes. Go.” 

Dom gave his boyfriend a reassuring smile before the 
goth traversed the room, then turned to face James. The 
quizzical look on the other’s face was not lost to Dom’s 
perception. “So... You wanna go first?” 

James hesitated; the Freak and Dom were definitely on 
good terms, and he wasn’t sure what that meant. “Do we 
really need to go through this? | mean, we know each 
other.” 

A shrug. “I guess not. You’re not going out with anyone, 
right?” 

“Naw,” James smiled crookedly: “There’s too many 
whores around to need a girlfriend.” 

Dom knew it was true—not particularly comforting, but 
true. “Weren’t you with Amy for a while?” 

“A while. Then the bitch decided she wanted to get 
serious, you know.” 

“Yeah...” 

“You and Christine get back together?” 

“Not likely... She was too uptight.” 

At that, James’ brows arched. “Too uptight, for you?” he 
laughed. “She really must be a prim.” 

He jokingly shrugged it off. “She was raggin’ on Damion 
all the time, you know.” 

James turned a critical eye on his teammate; when it 
came to bashing Adrik, he didn’t have any qualms, and 
Dom’s newly acquired friendship with the Freak was 
intensely interesting. “Careful—hang around that freak too 
long and you'll have a cock up your ass.” Seeing the rage 
flare in Dom’s eyes, “But | guess you knew that already.” 

“Why the hell do you do that? He’s never done anything 
to you.” 


“Would if he could. Probably kill me if he got half a 
chance, then do me. Fags are like that.” 

“And how many gay guys do you know?” 

“You protectin’ the Freak?” 

Dom wasn’t sure he should keep pushing this—it was only 
a matter of time before James put two and two together and 
turned on him, dragging the rest of the team into it. “He’s 
an Okay guy, y'know?” 

“The fag’s a freak.” 

“He’s a little odd, but...” 

“He’s a cocksucker.” 

“Don’t call him that!” 

The students in the surrounding rows began eyeing them 
—that last comment had risen above the general noise of 
the room. Damion looked over, uncertainty in his gaze. 
What was Dom doing? 

“Look, James,” the jock tried, “I’m not saying he’s not a 
little... out there... But he’s a good guy.” 

Malice gleamed in the other’s eyes—he wasn't listening to 
what Dom was saying. All he heard was his support and 
interest in the Freak, a fag, a cocksucker. Insecurity rose... 
Then self-preservation slammed the idea shut. 

The rest of the class period went by without incident, but 
Damion was eager for the bell, and when it finally rang, as 
harsh and demanding as ever, he stood quickly and made 
for the door. 

“Adrik, stay after.” 

Mr. Vito’s voice stopped him in his tracks. He instinctively 
glanced to Dom, whose face reflected concern. He forced 
himself to break the contact; he didn’t need to drag Dom 
into what was eminent reprimand for something he may or 
may not have done. If Dom started publicly sticking up for 
him, the entire school would buzz with rumors. He glanced 
back at Dom briefly, his expression clear—I can handle this. 

The room was filled with creaking desks and chatter, but 
the goth slumped back down in his seat. Students filtered 


into the hallway in a steady stream, and Damion watched 
Dom disappear among them. Finally, when the classroom 
was quiet again, Vito shuffled through paperwork on his 
desk. He found what he was looking for and glanced up; 
Damion hadn’t moved. The teacher hesitated only a 
moment before rising and approaching the goth quietly— 
even teachers heard rumors, and Damion’s dismissive frown 
did little to dispel them. 

“Thanks for staying,” Vito began. He leaned back on the 
desk next to Damion. “I wanted to talk to you about your 
last assignment.” 

Damion gave a sidelong glance to the paper in question— 
red marks scrawled over the page like vines over a 
sidewalk. A large red D was at the top of the page. “So 
what?” the goth growled. “I passed.” 

Vito blinked, obviously surprised. “I... No, that’s not it. 
Though we can talk about that too...” He tried again, “l 
couldn’t help but see your sketches in the margins.” He laid 
the paper down on the desk. Hybrid creatures crawled the 
blank spaces, lions with beaks snarling at snakes with wings 
sprouting grotesquely from their bodies, and at the very top, 
a hooded figure clutched a rose. 

Damion grimaced—he didn’t remember drawing those. At 
least not on his homework. He’d have to be more careful. 

“These drawings...” 

The goth kept silent. 

“They're incredible.” 

Involuntarily, the goth glanced up; Vito was looking at him 
earnestly. 

“Where did you learn to draw like that?” 

Again, Damion refused to answer. But this time it was 
from shock. 

Vito glossed over it. “There’s an internship | thought you 
Should know about. The director from IG Concept Design 
was in here this morning looking at the senior’s art work. | 
bet if he saw this, he’d want to talk to you.” 


Why did teachers insist on sticking their nose in his 
future? It disgusted him—he didn’t need help from the same 
people who stand by while the jocks shoved him around and 
called him worthless. They might as well be shoving him 
around themselves. He rose, shouldering his backpack and 
heading for the door without another word. 

Watching the dark figure slip unnoticed into the flow of 
passersby, Vito sighed in frustration. 
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Chance caught up with Dom right after school, in the 
hallway. He’d stayed after to make up a test, and thought 
he’d connect with his friend. “Hey Dom, want a ride home?” 

Closing his locker with a metallic thunk, “Sure.” Damion 
had left earlier for something or other—he wouldn’t say 
definitely. “I mean... If you can give me one.” 

Chance hefted his books. “...Yeah... Ready?” 

He nodded in affirmation. 

The pair slid into Chance’s aging Subaru, both tense and 
unsure how to react around the other. Neither could meet 
the gaze of his friend—they hadn’t really talked much since 
that day at Ming. They hadn’t had the guts to. 

Pulling out of the parking lot, Chance tried, “Wanna get a 
burger or something?” It was odd, thinking twice about what 
and how he spoke to Dom, even if only on personal 
incentive—he’d always told Dom everything, and never 
filtered the words spoken for fear of mistake. 

Dom sensed the other’s unease and tried to keep a tone 
of normalcy. “Sure...” Then he remembered, “I don’t have 
any money on me...” 

“My treat,” Chance offered, then stopped short as he 
realized the possible connotation, stuttering, “I mean... | 
didn’t...” 

“It’s okay, Chance,” the other assured. “We're just 
friends. Like brothers.” 

Chance swallowed this gratefully with an awkward nod. 
“McDonald’s?” 


“Sure.” 

Once more a shifty silence settled between them. Dom 
fidgeted with the hem of his shirt while Chance’s thumbs 
tapped a rhythmic beat on the steering wheel. People and 
cars ambled past on their own clockwork cycle, going places 
of their own for reasons of their own. Seeing them all, Dom 
wondered how many others had sat in a passive silence with 
one so long a friend, the equilibrium of normality disrupted 
by this giant riff of a situation. Sometimes he felt so alone. 
“How’s Angela?” 

Chance shrugged slightly. “I d’know. She’s fine. Still 
dragging me to church every Sunday.” 

Dom smiled slightlhy—Chance’s lack of commitment had 
frustrated him in the past, but now it seemed a blessing. “At 
least you’re still going to church.” 

“You haven’t in a while.” 

Rubbing his neck, Dom sighed. “I just... | d’know. It 
doesn’t really make sense to anymore.” 

“You mean, like the whole gay thing?” 

“Yeah. Just Knowing what other people would say if they 
knew, you know. Like, if | ever brought Damion to church it’d 
be this huge thing.” His gaze remained fixed out the 
window. “I care about him, a lot... He doesn’t like it when | 
do.” 

“When you go to church?” 

“Yeah...” 

It irked Chance—he’d heard the rumors. “Dom... Be 
careful.” 

Confusion. “What do you mean?” 

Chance swallowed nervously. “...He’s into some freaky 
Stuff.” 

For some reason, it didn’t upset Dom: he knew his friend 
was sincerely concerned, not malicious. Or at least, he 
hoped so. “...He doesn’t worship the devil, Chance. He’s 
just... angry.” 


“Have you seen him?” he asked. “Dom, that kid is the 
kind of person that packs a gun to school and shoots people 
down.” 

Certain, “Damion’s not like that.” 

“He’s got the trench coat.” 

“He’s not like that!” Dom startled himself with anger, 
realizing he’d just barked at his best friend; a mute tension 
solidified. “Look, I’m sorry, | just...” 

Chance remained silent. 

“l'm worried about him.” A final admission, “He cuts 
himself.” 

Chance’s brows furrowed. “Adrik’s a cutter?” 

Dom nodded. “He has scars on his arms, and there’s more 
on his legs and stomach too.” 

Guilt tugged at Chance’s gut—had he helped with those? 
Had he been part of the group that pushed Damion to self- 
mutilation? “I never... | didn’t mean to hurt him like that.” 

“It’s not completely you guys,” the passenger assured. 
“.,. here’s something else. | can’t figure it out.” 

The thought had been bothering Chance for days—finally 
he mustered the courage to ask, though he didn’t even 
want to discuss the subject. “Why did you, you know...” 

Dom listened. 

He cleared his throat. “Why did you have sex with him?” 

Oh. “Well, I... | mean, it just felt... right.” 

That didn’t make sense. “But you used to say—” 

“I know. But... | don’t know. Somehow, it just felt... right. 
Y'know?” 

Chance didn’t know. He didn’t see how having sex with a 
man could possibly feel anywhere near right. “So, you’re not 
a Christian anymore.” 

The question hit Dom hard—was he a Christian? Did he 
still love God? Did God still love him? How could he explain 
what even he didn’t understand. “I don’t know. | mean, if | 
go to hell for loving somebody, then I’m not sure | want to 
go to heaven anyway.” 


He could see the conflict in Dom’s eyes, the unresolved 
tension. He knew he’d hit something that Dom struggled 
with over and over. “Well, | mean... If you love someone...” 
It was a question. 

“| do,” Dom returned, solid and firm. 

“Then...” Then what? He wasn’t sure. So, “I guess that’s 
all that matters.” 


Chapter Twelve 


Mr. and Mrs. Adrik informed their son belatedly of a 
company banquet that required their attendance Friday 
night, and upon hearing the boys planned to study, the 
couple generously offered to let Dom spend the night, even 
though they themselves would not be home until midnight 
or later. Not only were they ecstatic over the fact Damion 
wanted to study for a test, but he wanted to do it with a 
trustworthy, normal boy. They trusted Dom completely, and 
so, leaving with a sense of confidence—after all, Damion 
had been so much happier these past few weeks, since he 
began hanging out with a football player—they hoped this 
could turn their son’s melancholy outlook around. He was a 
good boy, like Adi, he really was; he just needed some help. 
Hopefully, he wouldn’t end up refusing this like he had 
everything else. 

And so, left to an empty house, Damion blasted heavy 
metal and, when the doorbell rang, he opened the heavy 
oak portal to find a smiling Dom on his doorstep. 

“Hey,” he greeted. “Who gave you a ride?” 

“I borrowed Chance’s car. He’s out of town for the 
weekend,” Dom replied, crossing the threshold at an invite 
from the goth, but his voice was lost in the screaming lyrics. 

“Hang on a second,” Damion commanded, running to the 
intercom and cutting off the voices. “Sorry,”—he returned 
—“What’d you say?” 

“| borrowed Chance’s car.” He paused in surprise as the 
goth slipped into his arms. 

“Don’t worry, my parents aren’t home.” 

“Oh... Well, | figured since | was just sitting at home 
anyway... | hate making you drive all that way.” 

“I like our car rides,” Damion negated. “Especially when | 
get to take you home at night, and we sit out in your 
driveway...” 


“Me too,” the jock smiled back. “But Chance’s car was 
free, and... yeah. He’s been nicer about us hanging out now 
that he knows that... well, that...” 

“Now that he knows you're a fag.” 

Dom's eyes darkened at the animosity in his boyfriend’s 
voice. “Now that he knows we're together.” 

Damion remained stolid, then decided to pull away. 

“Come on, Damion, he’s trying. He apologized—” 

“Like hell. He doesn’t matter,” he barked, moving to the 
intercom and removing his CD, more for something to do 
that necessity. “He doesn’t fucking mean anything by it. 
Chance is just trying to make you feel better.” 

“He’s not a mindless zombie. He knows being a jerk like 
that to you isn’t okay by me, and he respects that.” 

No comment. Damion wouldn’t meet his gaze. 

“Give Chance some leeway, hon. | mean, he’s only known 
about this for a couple of weeks. It’s not like he’s had a 
whole lot of time to process it.” 

Finally, “Let’s study,” the goth decided, making for the 
Stairs. Turning slightly, he smiled. “We have the house 
completely to ourselves...” The pair’s hands entwined for 
the descent. “Which means it’s completely empty.” Damion 
closed the door behind them, shrugging off the heaviness of 
the conversation. “Which means | can make you scream...” 

Dom tried to hide his shock at hearing him say that aloud 
—Damion didn’t beat around the bush, did he? The goth 
approached, kissing him quietly, and Dom reminded, “We 
have to study first.” 

“No, we don’t...” 

“The test is Monday.” 

“You'll pass.” 

Dom smiled. “I want you to pass, too.” 

Shrugging, Damion pulled even closer, offering another, 
longer kiss. “It doesn’t matter...” 

Dom wanted so much to give in—the longer he held his 
boyfriend, the harder it became to deny him—but he knew if 


he did, the pair wouldn’t ever study. Something else nagged 
at the back of his mind, and uneasiness haunted him; 
Chance’s comment—so you're not a Christian—left him no 
peace. “We can, uh... have fun... after we study. It'll be a 
reward,” the jock smiled sincerely. 

Looking into Dom’s amicable visage, he couldn’t say no. 
“Damn you.” 

“Is that a yes?” 
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The pair pulled out the history books and handouts, 
Spreading them across the middle of the floor. Dom 
organized it all chronologically, explaining each one, Damion 
asking hesitant questions. For an hour and half they studied, 
archaic names rolling from their lips. Eventually they came 
across a renegade page of notes Damion did not 
understand, despite Dom’s best efforts to explain. 

“I just don’t get the whole Brutus thing...” he confessed 
with a frown. 

“You mean, like, who he was?” 

“Like the whole thing.” 

The jock remained silent momentarily, puzzling a way to 
clarify the situation. “Well, Brutus was a politician in Rome... 
He sided against Caesar in the Civil War.” 

“Since | know what that is.” 

“The one with the Pompey guy?” 

“Oh. Right... | still don’t get his whole death trip thing.” 

Dom paused, then had an idea. “Stand up,” he 
commanded, earning a skeptical look from his boyfriend. 
“Just do it. I’m Augustus, Caesar’s nephew. You’re Brutus.” 

Reluctantly Damion complied, rising to his feet beside the 
other. “Okay...” 

“Now, you're in Rome, and I’m away in wherever doing 
my thing. And you decide to kill my uncle because you think 
he’s a bloodthirsty tyrant. Got it?” 

“aSo far...” 


“You kill my uncle, but me and some other people say he 
was actually a decent guy. So | make war on you.” 

He couldn’t help it—“Make love, not war.” 

It earned an amused half-smile. “Funny, but later. Focus.” 

“Fine...” 

“You run to Greece.” 

A pause. 

“What?” the goth asked obliviously. 

“Go to Greece. Over there.” 

“Okay...” The goth crossed to the beanbag. 

“Then | come after you.” He did. “We fight, and eventually 
| gain the upper hand—” 

“Fuck.” 

“—and you kill yourself.” 

“Really?” 

Dom nodded, then stopped short as the goth produced 
his switchblade and shrugged, 

“Okay.” 

“Don’t—” The word escaped Dom’s mouth before he even 
thought it; instantly he realized how terrified he was of 
witnessing self-destruction. The goth looked up at him with 
an amused smirk. “I mean...” Dom stuttered. “I didn’t...” 

“Don’t worry,” the other laughed resignedly, flicking the 
knife closed. He knew the fear in Dom’s eyes—it was the 
fear he’d seen so often in Adi’s. “Tried it once. Never 
bothered again.” 

At that Dom stopped short. “What?” 

A loose shrug. 

“Damion...” 

“Never mind.” 

“Hon, if you... Tell me...” 

Shrugging again, he explained, “I went across the street 
instead of down the alley, and they stitched me back up.” 

Confusion registered in the jock’s gaze. “You got hit by a 
car?” 

“What?” 


“You said... you ran out across the street.” 

It clicked, and Damion moved closer, displaying his wrist. 
“No, it’s... Well, across the street... it means cutting this 
way,’—he drew a lien across his wrist parallel to the hand 
—“and going down the alley is like this,”—he drew a line 
tandem with the flowing veins pouring into his hand. “I cut 
across my wrists, not down the veins, and they can stitch 
you up if you go across. My mom found me and my dad 
called an ambulance, and we all went down to the ER... 
Good family outing.” 

Dom attempted to conceal how disturbing it was that his 
boyfriend spoke so nonchalantly of killing himself—the deep 
scars crawled across pale wrists, hauntingly real, and in a 
moment of daring, the jock’s hesitant fingers ghosted over 
mutilated flesh: why hadn’t he seen them before? 
“Damion...” 

The goth smiled, almost amused, seeing the other’s 
reaction. “It’s no big deal. It didn’t even hurt. Not until they 
put the damn stitches in me. Bastards.” 

“...Why did you... When...” 

He shrugged. “About four years ago after...” 

“After what?” 

After the accident. “... | just didn’t have any reason to 
live, that’s all.” 

Dom knew there was so much Damion refused to tell him, 
though why was beyond his comprehension. “Hon...” The 
goth returned his gaze, so innocent in his self-mutilation, 
finding nothing wrong with his ways, his secrets, his pain. In 
a gentle epiphany Dom realized his boyfriend knew he was 
hurting himself the greatest when he cut or smoked or 
pushed people away, but he found nothing wrong with it, 
and everything served a purpose. Dom could not change 
that, no matter how much affection he showed him, so, 
“Don’t ever try again... please...” He pulled the taciturn goth 
into his hold, finding a new pleasure in the physical contact, 
knowing he was alive and breathing. Dom couldn’t bear the 


thought of losing Damion, not having him there to hold; they 
had been together for two months now, and Damion had 
become such a predominant part of his life, his absence 
defied logic. Assuring hands soothed the jock, rubbing small 
circles into his back; Damion’s confident voice breathed in 
his ear, “It’s okay, Dom. l'Il stick around for a while... | have 
a reason to, now...” 

Dom looked up, snagging the other’s gaze. “What...” 

He smiled, perhaps a bit sheepishly. “Well, y’see, | met 
this guy...” 

“What?” Dom jumped. 

“He’s just about the sexiest football player in the world... 
smart... a great kisser...” He laughed slightly at the jealousy 
in Dom’s eyes—he was so innocent, so easy to tease. “And 
as a matter of fact, he’s holding me right now.” 

Dom’s truly surprised expression was far too tempting, 
and Damion finally gave in, kissing him, a slight grin 
plucking at his lips. “Now can we fuck?” 

The uneasiness crept up his back. “...Okay...” 

Damion caught the hesitation. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” Shrugging it off, he tried, “C’mon. They won't 
be home for another three hours.” 

Not good enough. “Something’s wrong.” 

Deliberation took his thoughts—what could he do? How 
could he explain what had knotted in his gut? He cared 
about Damion and did not doubt, but he’d allowed that to 
rule his decisions. What if it wasn’t right? Then again, what 
was truly right, who defined right? He’d thought God, but 
now he was in a relationship with a man, had sex with a 
man, loved a man. Reluctantly he sat on the bed, 
withholding his gaze. “I just...” He remembered Damion, the 
feel of his body. “...1 love you...” 

Damion’s eyes softened, reading the battle in Dom’s 
voice. “You don’t know if it’s okay to anymore.” 

Dom wouldn’t meet his gaze, ashamed. 


Damion exhaled gently; he didn’t know how to handle 
this. “Do you think | should feel guilty, because | like you? 
Because | had sex with you?” 

“You shouldn’t feel guilty about wanting to love 
someone.” 

He pushed the concept away. “Do you think I’m a horrible 
person because | like having sex with you? Are we hurting 
anyone?” 

Only our family and friends. “No.” 

“I’m just the same as you. If | shouldn’t feel guilty for 
liking you, you can’t feel guilty for liking me.” 

“But...” 

Damion waited, listening. 

“...That doesn’t mean we have to have sex.” 

The goth didn’t know—he’'d had sex with Dom because 
that’s what he’d wanted in the moment, as had Dom. He 
wanted to have that relationship with Dom, even more than 
just the physical. And besides, it was sex, not a marriage 
vow. That doesn’t mean... “No, it doesn’t.” 

“I can love you without having sex with you.” 

That Dom had slept with him was the ultimate 
compliment; in Dom’s world, losing his virginity was one of 
the biggest occurrences in his life. The fact that the jock 
might want that back made Damion uneasy. “But | want to 
have sex with you. | want you to have that.” 

He had a point. It wasn’t like he and Damion had gone to 
bed just for kicks—they’d done it as a kind of consensus of a 
relationship. It wasn’t a one night stand. “Do you promise, 
to only sleep with me? | mean, at least as long as we're 
together?” He didn’t want to think about Damion and him 
splitting. 

Neither did Damion. “It’s our bed. | wouldn’t do that to 
you.” 

He inhaled deeply. A man shall not lie with a man as with 
a woman, it is an abomination. An abomination, perverse, 
sick. “...Do you think... Could you ever love me?” 


He knew it was a turning point—the ultimate question— 
but he didn’t know. He didn’t know if he could ever have the 
Capacity to love Dom the way he wanted because love 
meant trust, and compassion, and sacrifice of belief; his 
boyfriend was sacrificing his beliefs, and wanted to know if 
he would equally sacrifice. Could you ever love me? “...| 
don’t know.” 

It hurt. “Do you even want to?” 
Honest, “I’m scared to.” 

He wanted it so badly, wanted Damion to care about him 
like he cared about Damion—but the goth didn’t. At least 
not yet. Deciding his mind, Dom accepted, “...| love you. 
And | want to have sex with you.” 

Damion still felt the reserve in his voice, the hesitance; he 
slid a hand to the side of the jock’s neck, creating a physical 
connection, and Dom looked up at him. “It’s okay if this 
makes you happy...” He kissed him. “What makes you 
happy?” 

He felt the honesty in Damion’s question, knowing the 
goth truly wanted him an answer; he remembered his 
boyfriend’s hold, feeling close to him, seeing something, an 
intangible desire, trying to break through his stone exterior. 
Damion was not here by choice, but by the skills of doctors 
and whims of fate: had the goth won his way four years ago, 
he’d be six feet under right now. Damion was so angry, so 
full of malice and hate, yet was willing to give himself, make 
himself vulnerable. And Dom wanted to accept that and 
reciprocate it out of his own will. It may be selfish, but he 
wanted to be happy, completely and earnestly happy, no 
matter what others thought. With a slight smile, he 
answered, 

“You.” 


Chapter Thirteen 


Damion’s mother was baking cookies when he entered 
the kitchen to restock his supply of soda on Sunday 
afternoon. He spoke no word, nor gave any indication she 
existed, silently retrieving a case of Dr. Pepper from the 
pantry without a wayward glance; his mother just barely 
mustered courage to speak as he made for the door. 
“Damion...” 

The voice was quiet, but it affected him like a siren. He 
turned. “What?” 

She wiped wet hands on a snow-white rag. “Your father 
and | were talking about going down to Cancun for 
Christmas this year...” 

Feral muscles tensed. “Why?” 

“We figured it'd be nice to get away for a while, you know. 
You’ve been so busy with school—you’re always in your 
room and we never get to see you. It'd be good family 
time.” 

Like hell it’d be. “I don’t want to leave for Christmas.” 

“We wouldn’t be gone long. Only a couple weeks or so.” 

“I’m not leaving for Christmas.” 

Warm eyes fell slightly in disappointment. “Damion, 
sweetheart, | Know we haven’t taken many vacations lately. 
But it'd be fun. We could go shopping and scuba diving, and 
your father really needs some time off. We can all just relax 
for a while.” 

“You can go, but I’m staying here.” His tone was final. 

Her smile faded, crestfallen. “Damion... We really wanted 
to go all together. As a family.” 

“Oh please,” the goth snorted. “We don’t have a family. 
Not anymore.” With that he turned, moving to the door. 

She pursued him, desperation sparking in her eyes. 
“Please, Damion! Let’s all go to Cancun together! You and 
Adi can share a suite and—” 


A firm hand plowed across her face. The stark smack of 
hand on cheek shot through the room, splitting the air. Both 
remained mute for a moment, gazes locked. Looking deep 
into her son’s eyes, Mrs. Adrik’s confused heart fell—there 
was nothing behind Damion’s brutal gaze. Nothing but a 
frozen wall. 

“Take your pills and finish the damn cookies,” his wintry 
voice commanded, authoritative and unreachable. “I'll be 
down in my room.” 
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Fifteen minutes later Dom stood on his boyfriend’s front 
porch; Chance wasn’t coming back till this evening, so he 
thought he’d use the car one more time to see Damion—the 
goth never really did anything that took him away from the 
house on Sunday, so he knew his chances of catching him 
were high. He just hoped Damion wouldn’t be too surprised 
at his unexpected arrival. He rang the doorbell. 

The familiar oak portal opened to reveal a timid Mrs. Adrik 
whose face brightened at the sight of her son’s friend. 
“Dom! Oh, we weren’t expecting you! Come in!” Dainty 
shoes clacked on the hardwood floor as she moved aside. 
“Damion is downstairs in his room.” 

He smiled as she closed the door behind him. “It smells 
great in here.” 

“Im baking cookies,” she informed, casting an 
involuntary frightened glance towards her son’s lair. 

During a brief pause, he realized she wasn’t going to 
come any closer to Damion’s abode; he decided to venture 
it himself. 

“Would you ask Damion if he needs any laundry done?” 
she requested quietly. 

“Of course,” he assured, reaching the bottom. When he 
glanced back up, she’d disappeared. 

Knocking, he called, “Damion, it’s Dom!” 

The door remained dead. 

“Damion?” 


“You can wait!” came the eventual bark through thick 
wood. In another few moments the door swung open, 
revealing an angry goth with dead eyes. “What are you 
doing here?” 

“Good to see you too,” the jock chimed, hit suddenly by a 
wave of animosity. “I just had some free time...” 

He let Dom inside and locked the door. Dom’s visage 
darkened at his boyfriend’s belligerent mien and nearly 
stepped back in fear when Damion rounded on him, barking, 
“What the hell are you doing here?” 

“I... | just had some extra time, you know, and...” He 
attempted a smile. “...| thought you’d be happy to see me.” 

Damion tried to pull himself back to the present—this was 
Dom standing before him. It was his boyfriend, the man he’d 
made love to, the only one who cared. He had nothing to do 


with this pain. “I... | am happy to see you,” he managed, 
taking the jock’s hand in his. “...l just wasn’t expecting you.” 
“ ..Well, | still have Chance’s car, and | thought I'd 


Surprise you.” Seeing the foreign fire blazing in the goth’s 
eyes, the malice frozen on his face, Dom knew he had 
miscalculated. “...I’m sorry.” 

Damion remained silent, face locked in a grisly frown. The 
biting pain seared through his side—it felt like he had 
stitches again, holding his abdomen together, and the cloth 
pressing his skin was warm, damp. It pleased him more than 
anything. 

Dom tried to pull him into an embrace, but the goth shied 
away wordlessly, acquiescing to the pain in his abdomen. 
Dom tried, “Are you busy?” 

Yes. “No. Just hanging out.” 

And cutting? “Sounds like fun.” 

Like hell. “If you say so...” A sudden idea presented itself, 
and Damion took it. “Wanna play pool?” 

Dom was more puzzled than ever, but conceded to the 
other’s attempt at nonchalance. “Sure.” 


On earlier occasions, Dom had discovered his boyfriend 
was a superb billiards player, and he prepared himself to be 
thoroughly beaten. The goth’s strange mood gave him an 
arcane concentration he expected to guarantee him 
SUCCESS. 

Damion required three attempts simply to break, and 
after five turns he hadn’t sunk a ball. Dom grew increasingly 
more uneasy as the game failed to progress, watching 
Damion’s intense, taciturn concentration as he missed shot 
after shot. Neon colored balls rolled drunkenly across the 
table, missing their designated caverns by inches. 
Furthermore, Damion seemed to be ignoring his presence. 
When he'd usually be flirting with him, touching him, 
making eye contact, the goth remained passive—Dom felt 
as though Damion were miles away, brooding. It sparked 
Dom’s frustration. 

At first the jock held back, letting his striped players roll 
almost as drunkenly as Damion’s. However, when it became 
apparent this only annoyed Damion further, Dom changed 
tactics and sunk ball after ball. 

“How was your day?” he tried. 

“It was a day.” 

A neon red ball disappeared into the abyss. 

“What'd you do?” 

“Nothing.” 

Another ball, followed by silence. 

The jock tried again. “Chance gets back tonight...” 

Silence. 

He continued, trying to make conversation—the darkness 
descending between them was as black as the lighting. 
“Angela keeps dragging him to church...” 

The silence steeled. 

Another ball. 

“Chance wants to marry her...” 

A pause, then, “He’ll fuck her over, too.” 


The growl sparked Dom’s anger. Leaning to shoot a yellow 
ball, he challenged, “He’s my best friend, Damion. I’ve told 
him everything since | was five.” 

“| don’t give a fuck.” 

“He wants to know what’s going on in my life—we’re like 
brothers. Even if I’m gay that doesn’t change. | don’t want it 
to.” 

“What goes on in our lives in none of his business,” the 
goth snarled fiercely, demean finally cracking. “Just because 
he’s saying it’s all kosher now doesn’t mean he actually 
thinks it is. People aren’t that honest. Chance says it’s okay, 
but he’s still calling us cocksuckers.” 

“Damion—” 

“Chance is just the same as everyone else, and nothing 
you say is gonna change him! Just because you decided to 
turn a blind eye to it doesn’t mean | have to!” 

Dom snapped. “What is your goddamn problem with 

everyone, Damion, huh? Why is it a goddamn battle just to 
get you to trust someone?” 
“Shut up,” he snarled, cold fingers curling tightly around the 
cue stick. It hurt, hearing those words from Dom; but he 
wasn’t about to show it. “You can’t talk to me like you know 
what the fuck’s going on! You have no fucking clue!” 

“Because you won't let me!” the jock exploded. “You hide 
behind your damn sarcasm and hate, but it doesn’t get you 
anywhere! You're still stuck all alone without a single person 
that can help you! You’re killing yourself!” 

“You think | don’t know that?” He snarled, terror seizing 
his chest: Dom’s words were hitting too close to home. “You 
think | don’t know what I’m doing? That | don’t know 
smoking can kill me, that | could die from all the shit | do to 
myself? You think | don’t fucking know that?” 

“Damion—” 

“It’s none of your business what the hell | do to myself!” 

“But why?” the jock finally burst. “Why do you hurt 
yourself? Why do you want to die?” 


“Just leave me the fuck alone!” 

“I can’t, Damion—lI love you and | won’t let you push me 
away.” 

Fury. “You don’t even know me! You can’t fucking say you 
love me! Nobody can love me!” 

“Why?” He felt something crumbling within the goth, 
could almost taste his fear. “Why can’t anyone love you? 
Why are you so scared?” 

“Leave me alone!” 

“Why can’t anyone love you?” 

“It’s none of your goddamn business!” 

The goth made for the door to escape, but Dom caught 
him, fighting the struggle and seizing him fiercely by the 
Shoulders, “Damn it Damion, | won’t let you do this! What 
the hell is wrong?” 

“Let me go!” 

“Why can’t you let anyone in? Why do you push 
everyone away?” 
“Dom—” 

“Tell me!” 
“Please—” 

“Tell me!” 

“Let me go, please Dom—” 

“Why can’t you love me!” 

The voices careened in his head in a cacophony of 
demands and shrieks and roars and Dom’s voice joined the 
chorus reeling around his skull. There was no escape from 
their suffocation; they seized his soul and battered him. He 
tried to fight escape but there was no place to hide as they 
roared in his skull. Why do you make pain? Why is there 
pain? Pain imploded deep within. He couldn’t see, couldn’t 
breathe--only hear the voices building in their endless 
shrieks. It wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t cease the suffocating, the 
drown— 

He couldn’t take it, process it, and finally, “I don’t know!” 
he screamed, shoving Dom back with a force he didn’t know 


he possessed. Dom stood staring at his boyfriend whose 
eyes blazed wild in pain and confusion, wild in... in defeat, 
Dom realized with uncomfortable surprise. 

“I can’t!” the goth repeated more solidly, seeing its effect 
on his boyfriend. “I can’t.” 

Once more, though with a certain calm, he asked, “Why?” 
Damion didn’t know—why did Dom expect him to? How 
could he explain how merely the word /ove threw his reality 
into turmoil and defied any laws he ever believed in. To 
admit love was admitting defeat, the deeper, gut emotions 
taking precedence over reality; only the foolish stumbled 
into such a trap, and only an idiot would willingly put his 
head on the chopping block in such a way. The only way to 
stay the executioner’s axe was by refusing any trace of 
affection in his eyes, voice and being. 

Once more Dom approached him, only this time, it was 
with hesitance and appeasement. “Why?” he begged again. 

Damion had no answer. Maybe he never would. And so he 
accepted Dom’s taciturn gaze and bearing, accepted that 
this would always come between them. He accepted Dom’s 
ignorance with the slightest gesture—he held the jock’s 
wrist, pulling him forward into his hold while sliding the 
other around Dom’s waist. Taking in the scent of his 
boyfriend’s cologne and resting his head on the 
quarterback’s shoulder, Damion hoped in vain Dom hadn’t 
seen the tears brimming in his exhausted eyes. 


Chapter Fourteen 


Fifteen minutes found them on the beanbag, Damion 
curled against Dom, resting quietly in his arms. It was 
strange, seeing the goth so lax, comfortable, yet small 
somehow, as if he were displaying an inner timidity. 

Damion knew the position would only augment the pain 
like fire in his abdomen, but he didn’t care. He felt secure 
here with Dom. Besides, that’s what he wanted, wasn’t it? 
He wanted the pain. Or at least, that’s what he wanted to 
believe, simply to keep his sanity. 

Gently Dom traced the scrawling scars across Damion’s 
wrists, tracing the ghostly pain. The goth allowed it, finally 
passive to his boyfriend’s curiosity. Quietly the jock 
managed, “... Why?” Both men's eyes focused lazily on the 
wrists, though it really wasn’t about that—Dom was asking 
why, why everything; why Damion was the way he was, why 
he’d just exploded, why he couldn’t trust, why no one could 
love him. The goth chose to ignore the deeper question, 
addressing only the simpler matter at hand. “There was no 
point in living... | was a glitch, something that shouldn’ve 
happened. My parents...” They didn’t even ask if | was okay. 
“They didn’t give a fuck—they wanted me dead, so they 
wouldn’t have to deal with me. | didn’t have anyone, and 
hated myself anyway...” 

Dom still traced the pale marks with fingertips as if to 
assuage the emotional pain. “...Why?” 

A passive shrug. “I was queer and a cutter, and it’s not 
like I’m the dream child any parent would want...” Slightly 
amused, “I was supposed to be this saint, y’know, the goody 
Christian kid...” 

“You're a Christian?” 
“Used to be, sort of,” he replied with a small smile, 
recalling his foolishness. “Then | realized 


life is just a fucking torture chamber. If there is a 
supreme being, he’s definitely not the peace love and pot 
guy they make him out to be.” 

“Peace love and pot, huh?” he queried, amused. 

Damion considered this lightly. “I just call ’em like | see 
a” 

Past the sarcasm, Dom was saddened at what a dismal 
outlook his boyfriend had on life, and he wanted to know 
why; the goth was still avoiding his question. “So you tried 
to kill yourself.” 

Why was Dom pressing this? “It’s kind of hard when every 
day is hell and you can’t sleep at night, like your guts are 
being ripped out and no one fucking cares.” 

“Il care.” 

Conversation over. “I need a smoke. Wanna come out 
back with me?” 

Dom knew what had happened, knew he had overstepped 
some invisible boundary or other in Damion’s mind. He just 
wished he could know what it was, what it always was. “... 
Okay.” 

Rising, Damion winced sharply—he’d almost forgotten 
what he had done before Dom arrived, and the pain cut 
harsh into his abdomen. “Holy shit...” 

“What?” The jock got up, moving to his side at the 
involuntary curse. Concern darkened his brow. “What’s 
wrong?” 

“Nothing,” he countered, wincing again. He had stayed in 
one position too long—he’d torn it open again. 

Dom’s hand rested on his shoulder to comfort. 
“Damion...” 

“It’s nothing,” he snapped, straightening despite the 
overwhelming necessity to hunch over and appease the 
pain. “I’m fine.” 

But the jock had seen too much to believe that now. 
“What’s wrong? It’s not nothing.” 


” 


“Back off—I’m fine.” He stepped away, making for the 
door. Dom grabbed his arm in an attempt to stop the 
suddenly curt figure, and Damion’s force caused him to 
wheel, instantly hunching over and cursing, “Jesus!” 

“Damion, what’s going on?” the jock asked uneasily. His 
tone holding intense concern—what was happening? 

“Į just cut myself, alright? Fuck off!” He straightened. 

He cut himself? If it caused that much pain, something 
was seriously wrong. If it was deep enough to make him 
double over... “Let me see.” 

“No. I’m having a smoke.” 

“Let me see it.” 

“Fuck off!” 

“Damion—” 

“It’s none of your business!” 

“It is my business. | care about you and don’t want to see 
you hurt.” 

“Which is why you won't see it.” 

“What’s going on?” 

“Į just cut myself. It’s nothing.” 

“Then show me.” 

“No!” 

Dom breathed deeply in frustration; finally he decided on 
a different approach. He moved to the other, who was still 
eyeing him suspiciously. “This is getting us nowhere.” 

“Then let it go.” Dom was coming too close, and it took 
an air of intimacy the goth found disturbing. 

He slid a hand into Damion’s, entwining fingers and 
connecting their gazes. “| care about you and want to know 
what is going on.” 

The jock’s sincerity threw him off. “...Why?” 

“Because | love you. God, Damion,” he cried quietly, 
amazed, “Do you really think I’d rather be shut out and 
think everything’s okay than know what the hell is wrong?” 

What? 


“Just show me,” he coaxed—it was finally getting through. 
“Please? Trust me?” 

Could he show Dom? It was so private, so close. He never 
let anyone really see where he cut—especially when it was 
deep. But then, his boyfriend had seen the scars, knew what 
damage he’d done before... 

With a kind of hesitance, Damion realized he wanted to 
tell Dom; he wanted a witness to his pain, needed to share 
that with someone—and who better than Dom? Fearful of 
the reaction, he slid his shirt over his head, exposing his 
bare skin to the cool air. A bloody ace bandage wound 
around his abdomen; Dom breathed in, preparing himself. 
Watching his boyfriend’s visage intensely, Damion unwound 
the fabric, and when it was completely undone, Dom’s eyes 
held so much pain the goth’s gut fell. 

“Oh... Damion...” the jock breathed, feeling acutely the 
pain that came with knowing the destruction, the magnitude 
of the pain. Quietly he pulled Damion to him, holding him 
loosely, comforting the embarrassed figure. 

Then, “...You need stitches,” he stated uncertainly, pulling 
back. “I mean... That can’t be...” 

Damion shrugged noncommittally. “It’ll heal.” It always 
heals. 

How could Damion hurt himself like that? How could 
anyone possibly desire to cut so deep, so much? How could 
anyone want to bleed that much? His mind couldn’t process 
it—it nearly broke him, seeing the gore, the blood. How 
could the goth handle doing that to himself? 

It must be stopped. Dom had to stop him from doing it 
again. He needed it—he couldn’t function knowing that he 
could have done something, could have stopped the 
destruction. After a long silence neither wished to break, 
Dom managed softly, “Give me your knife.” 

The gentle command hurt. He’d let Dom see a dark part 
of him, and still the jock demanded more. “I... | don’t 
think...” 


“Please?” 

Dom didn’t know what he was asking. He was asking 
Damion to give up an entire way of life, an entire means of 
existing. He wasn’t merely asking for the knife; they both 
knew that. He was asking Damion to stop the destruction, to 
cease finding blood as a remedy to pain. The very core of 
Damion’s existence was being challenged, taken to 
slaughter. 

Damion couldn’t do it—why was the jock making such 
demands? “No.” 

Dom pulled away further, trying to bring his emotions into 
organization; he could not look at his boyfriend. “I... | need 
this, Damion. Please, give me your knife.” It was an 
ultimatum. 

The goth made his way to the other’s side, feeling sharply 
the sting in his abdomen; the sharp, vicious pain had 
mellowed to a dull throb. This whole thing was odd—he felt 
incredibly exposed, half naked in the harsh light, leaving 
everything open for the jock to see—cuts, scars, bruises. 
“Dom, | just... | can’t. It’s not that | don’t want to...” At least, 
that’s the thought he clung to, “... | can’t.” His boyfriend 
would not meet his gaze. 

After a long, heavy pause that seemed to Damion to last 
an eternity, Dom accepted the fact, nodded, and walked out 
the door. 


Chapter Fifteen 


Damion came to school high the next day and returned so 
from lunch, alone, as well. When pressed about it by 
Chance, Dom merely shrugged, “It’s his life. He can do what 
he wants,” though inwardly, if he had been honest with 
himself, it hurt that his boyfriend would do such a thing. He 
recalled many occasions on which he’d expressed dislike for 
Damion’s habit, and it irked him that the goth would do such 
a thing seemingly out of spite—he wondered if perhaps 
Damion was using more than just weed. It added to the wall 
rising between them. 

Tuesday passed much the same as Monday, and Dom's 
mood worsened. He ate lunch with Chance, Bennet and 
James—Damion didn’t speak a word in History, probably 
because he was too high to respond to his own name—and 
Chance offered him a ride home when the goth appeared to 
have left him behind. It was only as they pulled out of the 
parking lot he caught sight of his boyfriend talking to 
Terissa, an easy-going gypsy with freckles, bangles, and 
deep rouge lips. Money changed hands, and Damion looked 
up just in time to see his boyfriend pull out with the person 
who had caused so much strife. When Dom simply looked 
away, it cemented another layer between them. 

Damion didn’t even acknowledge his presence on 
Wednesday. 
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That night was their movie date night, Wednesday—they 
didn’t even need to set it up anymore but Damion arrived at 
five, and it was a given the jock would be ready. Pulling up 
to Dom’s house, a cold feeling of apprehension settled in 
the goth’s gut. Six spiked cuffs threaded his ears, his proof 
that he still owned some semblance of control. He wished 
he was still high, and could stand Dom up; as it was, he 
didn’t have the nerve. He wanted to, but somewhere he’d 


lost his gift of bitter anger. Dom was too close, had seen too 
much of him for the mordant hate to work as a defense—he 
could not hate Dom. It made things hurt all the worse. 

The jock sensed Damion’s distance the second he entered 
the car. He said nothing as the vehicle bumped down onto 
the street. After several minutes of driving, he managed, 
“Rent is playing at five thirty... It’s a musical...” 

There was no response. 

After he walked out on Sunday, Dom hadn’t been able to 
Sleep. Anxiety drove his thoughts—what had he done? 
Granted, walking out wasn’t exactly the best thing to do, 
but it only happened because Damion was being so difficult. 
He’d tried and tried to support Damion, to be there, but he 
could not support his boyfriend in this. He wouldn’t stand by 
and watch the goth hurt himself over and over and over 
again without any regard to the effect it had on other people 
and himself. If Damion had no hope, wasn’t willing to fight 
for his own life... It was impossible. For the first time, Dom 
felt their relationship on the verge of snapping; maybe 
Chance was right—maybe this was insane. Maybe he’d just 
refused to see it. 

The initial silence served as fuel for the rest of the night: 
the most words were spoken over how much butter to put 
on the popcorn, and Dom found he couldn’t bring himself to 
make physical contact during the movie. The wall remained 
in place, fortified through the entire film and silent ride back 
to the Charity Housing. When they pulled up to the puke- 
green house once more, the jock had a hundred things to 
say, a hundred questions, but none seemed capable of 
making it past the goth’s anger, distance; a curse Damion 
would not lift. 

Finally, “... Thanks...” he managed. 

A mute nod. 

“...You could... come inside... if you want...” 

Hesitation. 


“It’s dollar draft night down a Bruce’s, and John’s working 
the night shift...” 

Reluctantly Damion acquiesced, Knowing his boyfriend’s 
thoughts—maybe if they achieved intimacy on one level, it 
would break the barrier in another. He wasn’t at all surprised 
when Dom led him across the cracked hardwood floor to his 
room, shutting the door behind them, nor when the jock 
pulled him to the bed; nor when he avoided his stomach. 

It seemed to Damion at every turn his mind ran into a 
dead end, a blank wall. It was hollow, awkward, lonely. He 
knew what Dom wanted, and it would have been so easy to 
grant at any other time; but right now, he couldn’t. Not 
tonight. 

Dom paused when he realized his boyfriend was suddenly 
unresponsive, turning a cheek to his affection. “...What’s the 
matter?” 

Eyes darted from contact. “I... | can’t...” 

“Damion...” 

“l just can’t.” Pulling away without warning, he slid on 
his pants and shoes and managed a curt, “I have to go,” 
while exiting the room. He was vaguely aware of the other 
dressing and following to the door, confusion knit on his 
brow. 

“Where are you going?” 

“Out.” Keys created a metallic herald of his departure. 

A disturbing unease settled in the pit of Dom’s stomach; 
something wasn’t right. He followed the cold figure out to 
the car. 

“Are you going home?” he demanded through the open 
window. 

Finally Damion paused—it wasn’t fair to do this to Dom. 
“No.” 

“Then where...” It was at that moment he noticed the 
paraphernalia on the floor of the back seat: a six pack of 
beer and a bottle of rum. “...You’re going to a party.” 

But life wasn’t fair. “No.” 


“That can’t all be for you.” 

Eyes wandered. “It is. Just...” He wanted to say fuck off. 
This wasn’t any of Dom’s business. It was his problem, and 
he didn’t need to make more trouble for his boyfriend. “... 
It’s just something | need to do.” 

The protectiveness stirred in Dom’s chest—he’d seen 
what alcohol could do, and his instincts pushed him. “I won’t 
let you drink alone. Especially if you’re driving.” 

“I'll be fine.” 

“You're not getting drunk alone and you're not driving 
home like that.” 

“I can handle myself. This is something | need to do.” 

The confident resolve in Damion’s voice caught the jock 
off-guard—this wasn’t a simple binge, a whim of Damion’s. 
It had a purpose. 

Everything has a purpose. 

“Then I’m coming too.” 
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The pond was staggeringly arcane at night—engulfed ina 
realm of silent shadows, the silhouettes of naked trees 
exploded from the earth like drowning hands bursting from 
the surface only to find their goal just beyond their capacity. 
Not a breath of wind disturbed the utter perfection of the 
stillness, and iridescent moonlight fell upon the water 
soundlessly. Reflected in the crystalline surface, stars swam 
in the obsidian oblivion, pinpricks of light in a world long 
dark. 

The gentle purr of a car interrupted the sanctuary, but 
only for a moment, then the engine died, roaming 
headlights cut off, and silence reigned once more. 

Damion said nothing as he pulled the six-pack from his 
car, nor when he produced a heavy, worn blanket from the 
trunk, spreading it on the bank. Only when he snatched the 
rum and seated himself in his makeshift picnic did he 
acknowledge Dom, motioning a taciturn, “Sit,” while 
unscrewing the lid. It felt odd, having another with him here, 


in a place he so often came to alone; but then, it was here 
he had first brought Dom to ‘talk.’ It had become so much 
more than dialogue; where had that gone, he wondered. 
Their relationship had truly begun with words—where had 
they lost their ability to speak? 

Dom watched his boyfriend with a curious sorrow, 
confused eyes tracing the contours he knew so well. What 
was this? Why had Damion chosen this spot, this time, to do 
something Dom had never known him to do before? And 
even with an alcoholic mother, he knew that was an absurd 
amount of beer for Damion, who never drank, for one night 
—the goth just barely grasped the rum with one hand. 
Casting his gaze out across the water and into the shadows 
on the opposite bank, Dom found himself worrying about 
alcohol poisoning. But then, maybe that’s what Damion 
wanted. 

“Is this what you paid Terissa for?” the jock finally asked. 

He downed another mouthful of the amber liquid. “ 
Yeah... She knows a guy behind the counter.” 

“What?” 

“Of a liquor store.” 

“Oh...” 

After another emptiness engulfed in silence, Damion 
managed, “Here,” offering the jock a taste. 

Dom declined. 
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“Two miles.” 

The uneven words broke the hiatus; Dom looked over to 
his boyfriend. “What?” 

Damion couldn’t feel his feet—he wasn’t totally sure they 
were attached. “Two miles down th’road, there are skid 
marks.” 

Perplexed by this information, Dom chalked it up to the 
rum, half of which was in the goth’s bloodstream; at least it 
wasn’t a larger bottle. “Okay...” 


“And when drunken drivers hit people, they usually live... 
but the other person dies...” 

“And you were going to drive like this?” 

An awkward shake of the goth’s head negated Dom’s 
statement. “No, | us’ally pass out round beer three.” 

“You hold all that rum and three beers?” 

“Mmm... sometimes more... | think.” 

“How often do you do this?” 

A resigned smile plucked the corners of his mouth, 
tempted to existence by Dom’s ignorance. “Once a year.” 
He paused, suddenly bitter. “Once a fucking year.” 
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It was midnight when Dom noticed Damion was crying: 
glancing across to his companion, he caught the gleam of 
moonlight on wet cheeks, droplets softly winking on the 
goth’s chin before falling silently, unnoted by shadows and 
stars. Gently Dom put an arm around his shoulders, 
reassuring, thankful for at least a semi-familiar challenge; 
he’d dealt with tears before. 

Damion felt the comforting embrace and resisted the urge 
to push it away. The jock had seen him cry before, though 
he’d never had somebody with him on a night like tonight. 
Thoughts wandered in a foggy, vibrant abyss, playing hide 
and seek with his memories before plunging into the depths 
of his consciousness, reeling through ideas and desires in 
miswired synapses. Vaguely he was aware of a warm hand 
massaging his shoulder and a presence accompanying his. 

“Who are you?” 

The question caught Dom off-guard—he knew the goth 
was past rational thought, but such a question was absurd. 
“You know me.” 

Belatedly the goth realized he was actually leaning 
against the jock, cradled in his arms. He finished the rum, 
then felt the insubordinate muscles in his neck turn an 
awkward head to look at Dom. “No... | know...” He tried to 
articulate his thoughts; he knew they were important. “l 


know yor name... and you play football... you like chaclot... 
choclate... cookie dough ’scream... yor ticklish...” 

Finally Dom understood. “You know me. You know me 
more than just about anyone.” 

Even through Damion’s silence he could tell the goth 
wasn’t satisfied. 

“What do you want to know?” he conceded with a sigh. 

An awkward hand retrieved a bottle of beer from the 
case; after several uncoordinated attempts, the cap 
clattered off and tumbled down the terrain of Damion’s 
body. “I d’know... yo’re sev’nteen, right?” 

Dom indicated the affirmative. 

“An’... you’re an only child...” 

A nod. 

“Huh?” 

“Yes.” 

Silence. 

“Where's your real dad?’ 

“1 don’t know.” 

This puzzled the goth. “Wha’ happened?” 

“He left when | was ten,” he began, resigning himself to 
the situation—he recognized this state of mind and knew it 
was best to just keep talking; though it was an interesting 
turn in dialogue. He’d never really told Damion much about 
the divorce. “I don’t know why he left—my mom doesn’t talk 
about it at all. He probably had someone else, a younger, 
more... loose woman from what was said...” 

“An’ your stepdad?” 
“My mom met him three years ago... She asked my 
permission before marrying him, too—| 

could tell John loved her, and she was actually laughing 
again...” 

A pause. “What happen’d?” 

“They both lost their job, and | guess my mom couldn’t 
handle it. Turns out John’s passive aggressive and didn’t 
ever really like me in the first place... Just acted like he did, 


to make my mom happy...” He didn’t mention how his 
mother had promised not to drink, once, when things were 
good. How she had told him he was her entire world and 
nothing would come between them, not even John. How 
much he loved her, even after she broke her promises. Not 
to a Damion too drunk to even remember this tomorrow. 
“She keeps saying she’s going to get back into AA...” 

“Mmm.” An uneven silence unfolded. “That first day, in 
th’car... You said they couldn't care less about you...” He’d 
never actually tried to speak coherently in such an 
inebriated state. “What...” 

He offered a shrug, or as much of a shrug as he could 
with a drunk body leaning heavily against him. “It’s the 
truth. Most days they ignore me completely.” A weak 
attempt at a smile. “I have to... sneak... my child support 
money, if | want any of it.” 

Much to his surprise, a vibrant chuckle rolled from the 
goth’s throat. “So religion poster boy isn’t as perfect as 
everyone seys...” 

“| never claimed to be perfect.” 

With a sigh, the goth murmured, “But yo’are. Make the 
rest of us look fuckin’ worthless.” 

Dom didn’t respond. 

“Ar you still... um... Bible... heaven...” 

“A Christian?” 

“Mmm,” he affirmed. 

The jock considered this mutely, pausing to the point 
Damion thought he’d forgotten the question. Finally he 
mustered, “I guess so. | mean, | believe in God and 
everything.” 

“God doesn’t exist.” 

The stark harshness in Damion’s tone halted his speech. 
“Of course he does.” 

“No. He’s just a delusion of idiotic saps tryin’ to find 
meaning where there isn’t any.” 

“So I’m an idiotic sap?” 


Damion wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that. 

“What if you’re wrong, Damion?” He knew the goth was 
operating more out of intoxication than malice, but it still 
stung. “What if God does exist, and heaven, and angels? 
Why can’t they?” 

“He doesn’t exist.” 

“But what if He does?” 

“He doesn’t!” 

“But what if—” 

“He doesn’t!” Without warning Damion rose, tripping and 
stumbling past the car. In the darkness, all he knew was the 
solid conviction of non-existence, the deep-rooted 
knowledge of hopelessness. The ground lunged forward to 
meet his feet, and each inconsistency in the earth was a 
mountain placed in his path by deities merely to fell him. 
Anger sparked in the intoxicated skull, fanned to an inferno 
by the alcohol searing through his veins. 

“Damion...” Dom chased after the shadowy figure, fearful 
he’d trip and hurt himself, feeling the need to push the 
matter—the goth needed to listen. If he wouldn’t do it now, 
he never would. “Damion?” 

“He doesn’t exist!” the goth burst, lost in a haze of 
confusion. The world didn’t make sense anymore—he clung 
to the only thing he could, combating his boyfriend’s 
resolved voice. 

“Damion, look around! The pond, the stars—do you really 
think they’re all accidents? Do you think us being here, the 
two of us, both gay and from completely different sides of 
the tracks, finding each other—do you really think it’s all 
chance?” 

“Shudup!” 

“Why can’t you see it?” 
A bottle whistled past Dom’s head. “FUCK YOU!” 

The jock paused, delayed shock seizing his chest—if that 
had hit him... “Damion?” Halting on the edge of the trees, 
he was distantly reminded of a movie he’d seen once about 


a monster that lurked in the shadows, luring its prey into the 
darkness before pouncing and ripping its guts out; after that 
bottle, Dom tread carefully. “Hon, the very fact that you’re 
alive proves—” 

“The fact that I’m alive and he’s ded and our parents 
screw you over and there are skid marks two fucking miles 
down th’road prove there’s no God!” 

“What?” 

“And our parents would want us ‘nstead of screwing us 
over and tryin’ to make us something we're not!” 

“Damion—” 

“That’s why there isn’t a God—becuz everything is luck 
and shit happens to people who don’t deserve it! People like 
you and Adi!” 

“What are you talking about?” 

Damion couldn’t seem to stop his tongue. “Guess you’ve 
never been to a death day party, have you?” His anger 
burst, and he couldn’t keep it down. “Four fuckin’ years ago 
tday and all I've gotta show for it’s a shitload of fucking 
scars and a boyfriend who ditches me for a fucking 
asshole!” 

“I thought you left already—” 

“You thought ’cuz | was a cold heartless whore I’d leave 
you at the school ’cuz | was high an’ angry.” 

“No, I>” 

“Just b’cuz God doesn’t exist doesn’t mean l'Il ditch you 
first chance | get.” 

“Damion, you're drunk.” 

“So? I'm fine. Shudup.” A cold figure stumbled past the 
jock, headed once more to the blanket and booze. “I do this 
ev'ry fucking year and | never fall or break my neck or 
anythin’ an’ it pisses me th’fuck—” 

Dom caught him right before he hurtled into the reflective 
surface, pulling his body close to prevent the unsteady goth 
from toppling. 


Much to his surprise, Damion burst out laughing, sliding 
to the ground and reaching for another beer. Mirth tumbled 
from his mouth, echoing faintly in the hard emptiness 
spread like vapor through the trees; it was cold, twisted. 


“I’ve always,” he laughed, “always hoped I'd fall into 
th’water...” -a bottlecap clattered to the ground—"“...an’ not 
come up again... An’... and th’one time | do...” -laughter 


erupted, drowning his words—“you’re here to catch me!” he 
chortled. 
2K KKK 

Eventually the mirth gave way to silence; Damion downed 
another four beers, much to Dom's concern, and when the 
goth lay back rather abruptly on the blanket, he thought 
he’d passed out. Looking to the goth’s face, however, 
dispelled that hope and worry-bloodshot eyes stared 
pensively up at the stars, and enervated hands added 
another empty bottle to the pile. 

“Damion... What did you mean, when you said I’ve never 
been to a death day party?” The question was quiet, afraid 
of its own answer; but Damion heard it. 

“It means js’ what it sounds like.” 

The trees on the opposite bank were mystifying, wreathed 
in the unknown. “What’s a death day?” 

Damion’s fey smile was uncharacteristically crooked. 
“Same thing az’a birthday, only not.” 

“You mean...” Unease crept upon Dom’s mind as a feline 
ready to pounce. “... Like, your death?” 

“It should’a bin,” he snarled, instantly vicious. “Everyone 
would be happy...” 

“You... This is the day, you tried to kill yourself?” 

An indignant snort intended as a laugh. “Hell no. D’you 
think I’d remem... remben...” 

“Remember?” 

“Yeah... | wouldn’t know when | tried. Th’trees were 
green, though... | think.” 

“So... whose death day is it?” 


The answer was simple: “Adi’s.” 

Dom paused, realizing he’d have to approach this 
carefully. “You’ve never talked about him before... Who is 
he?” 

“Not you too!” he exploded, attempting to rise and falling 
back on his butt. “Adi’z dead—he’z dead | saw him!” he 
bellowed, “He’s doesn’t exist anymore and you can’t make 
me—can’t make me swear | saw him!” 

“Damion—” 

“I saw him! | waz ther’ an’ he waz cold an’—” 

“Damion!” 

The goth was struggling to rise, but the jock pulled him 
down. “He waz cold and-an’ grey he’z dead an’ you can’t 
make me—” 

“Damion!” 

Shrieking, “HE DOESN’T EXIST! HE’S DEAD! HE’S DEAD 
HE’S DEAD HE’S DEAD—” He ceased struggling, and Dom 
pulled him close, feeling the sporadic convulsion of 
Damion’s sobs. “Il screamd and he-hez dead | saw’z-iz head 
he-waz cold and | screamed an’ | juzt kept raining an’ l-l 
couldn’t he didn’ wakeup an’ | couldn’ get out | couldn’ 
couldn’ |—” 

Dom didn’t interrupt the flow of tears, nor the muffled 
words, slurred and at times indecipherable; a thousand 
images raced through his mind—this person named Adi, 
dead, cold, grey, the rain, trapped, the screaming... and skid 
marks two miles down the road. He was beginning to get 
the picture. Though somehow, something didn’t fit. 

Damion felt a comforting hand running up and down his 
back, soothing his tears. They flowed freely down his cheeks 
and onto Dom's shirt—he didn’t know where he was 
anymore, or who he was, or even how drunk he was; he only 
knew the searing pain, the rabid fear unlocked with the 
morbid images he allowed himself to weep over only one 
night out of the year. Alone, drunk, and exhausted, he didn’t 


have the capacity to expel them as he did any other time: it 
was the one night he allowed himself to lose control. 


Chapter Sixteen 


Dom sat beside a sleeping Damion, watching the 
assiduous rise and fall of the compact chest. The goth was 
smaller than him, more like a panther, strong but not bulky. 
Dom often felt like a bumbling, confident bulldozer next to 
his boyfriend’s reserved litheness. 

However, it was not Damion’s body that caused him to 
pause, but his face. When the almost paranoid eyes 
flickered closed, he seemed so innocent, so serene; smooth, 
pale skin shone ethereally, set into sharp contrast by the 
black hair and eyebrows, almost like a black and white 
picture, conveying a perfect melding of masculinity and 
grace. The sunlight drifting through the window forced last 
night into an obscure realm between dream and reality, all 
the words thrown between them, the tears caught in the 
Shadow of night, seemed as some sort of twisted high he 
was all too eager to come down from. 

Reaching out, his hand brushed Damion’s cheek—he 
enjoyed waking with Damion in the bed next to him; it was 
like waking with an unearthly being. Whether that being was 
angel or... or something else, he could not have said. 
Whatever the sleeping form was, it needed to wake. 

“Damion,” he nudged, receiving no response. “Damion, 
you need to get up.” 

The first thing he noticed was the headache, searing his 
Skull in two, concentrated in the center and showing no 
mercy. Stirring slightly, the familiar companionship of pain 
slipped in as a cold reminder in his abdomen, accompanied 
by confusion—he was in a bed. 

“Where...” Bleary eyes flickered open, taking in the faded 
walls, open window, and his dressed boyfriend. “Wha...” He 
looked down to find a pair of striped boxers and a too-big 
white t-shirt on his body. 


Dom offered a half smile. “It got cold, and you didn’t have 


a sweatshirt or anything... | was afraid you'd get 
hypothermia. It was freezing, and with all that booze in your 
system...” 


He groaned again, closing his eyes to obliterate the light; 
he remembered last night, vaguely. “Your house?” 

“Yeah. | couldn’t take you home like that.” 

Glancing down again, the goth’s visage spread into a 
gentle, mocking smile. “You undressed me.” 

“You slipped on the way to the car and got your clothes 
wet,” he stated simply. “They should be dry... You were 
trying to in my pants the entire time,” he added with a weak 
attempt at a smile. 

Oh. He didn’t remember that. “...Sorry...” He glanced 
away sheepishly; remembering the events of the night past 
—or at least trying to—a deep sense of shame overtook 
him, carried by the powerful undercurrent of grief. He’d 
never really let Adi go, though he’d accused others of doing 
the same. “...Thanks... for staying with me, last night.” The 
headache threatened an implosion of his skull. 

Dom caught the grimace. “Here.” Four aspirins tumbled 
into Damion’s palm, accompanied by a glass of water in the 
other. He said nothing in response to the comment about 


the night before. “I'll make you breakfast while you get 
dressed.” 
It seemed excess. “I can make my own cereal,” he 


countered, offended. He might have a hangover, but it 
wasn’t like he was dead. Sitting up, a new wave of pain 
washed over him in head and stomach. 

“I know, but | usually make eggs and toast, for my mom. 
Besides, the milk’ll mess with your stomach.” The jock rose, 
gesturing for Damion to take the aspirin. 

“Dom...” 

“It’s okay, really. Don’t worry about it.” 

He wasn’t worrying about it. He was angry. “But...” Did he 
really want to start something? The jock was just trying to 


be nice. Maybe it was alright, just this once. “...Okay. 
Thanks.” 
Dom offered a weary smile. 
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As the door closed behind the jock, Damion didn’t know 
what to think. Molten sunlight melded across his face, 
mocking him, calling his guilt to sharp attention. Dom 
shouldn’t have come with him last night; he’d always gone 
alone, always mourned alone. The emotions overwhelmed 
him—he missed Adi so much, and Dom felt so distant, 
detached. The jock tried to mask his confusion and unease, 
but Damion caught the gleam of helplessness in his eyes; 
Dom was torn, worn, unsure. Damion knew he’d done that— 
it was his fault. Dom had a good reason to pull away: he’d 
treated the jock like shit and catapulted him into the midst 
of a dangerous battleground. Dom had never asked for 
anything before, at least not verbally; to Damion, it seemed 
every day the jock stretched his limits, the boundaries. But 
Sunday had been the only time his boyfriend had asked 
anything—and he asked for the world. He’d asked Damion 
to give up the one thing that kept him sane, the one reality 
he knew and could exist in. Dom was asking him to stop his 
way of existing. Even Adi could not dissuade him, even after 
taking all his razors; he always found a way. And Dom was 
not simply requesting his knife. He was asking him to stop 
everything. 

It was impossible. Dom was asking the impossible. This 
whole thing was impossible—why hadn’t he seen that 
before? They were so different, so completely separate. 
Dom’s clemency and love only proved to display how 
unsuited they were; it only pushed into stark reality 
Damion’s own faults within himself. 

How could he have possibly believed this could work? 

Damion rose, swallowing the pain killers and locating his 
clothes, wishing the pills could dull the true pain within—he 
knew what he had to do. 
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Damion emerged softly, halting as Dom turned to face 
him; a shiver of apprehension flew down Dom's spine—there 
was too much in those eyes, and not enough on the 
countenance. As the goth approached, the jock shifted in 
unease: what was Damion doing? Something was wrong, his 
face had changed; the goth came closer, had something in 
his hand, was at him. 

Without a word, without even looking down, Damion 
placed the knife in Dom’s hand. 

Dom's ribcage compressed— “...Damion...” 

“alm sorry.” 

Damion had given him... had given him everything. Had 
relinquished his title to the pain. Rather than reply, Dom did 
what he’d been wanting to do for days: he pulled Damion 
into a hug, happiness coming in that the goth had given him 
something so deep, so real. Damion trusted him, and that 
was incredible. “I’m sorry, for walking out,” he confessed, 
pulling closer. “I should never have done that. You were 
honest with me, and I... I’m sorry.” 

The goth felt his throat rise, compress. Hearing Dom 
verbalize his actions, call them to memory with regret, 
magnified the pain that had taken over in that moment; he 
never wanted to feel that lonely again. A smile sparked 
Slightly at the joke—when had he become such a pushover? 
“It wasn’t your fault... | deserved it.” 

“No, you didn’t.” Dom hadn’t let him go. “...1 missed you.” 

Damion accepted this gentle reality, the lay of potential 
happiness twining with the satisfaction of his inner being; he 
could do this. Maybe Adi and Dom were right—maybe he 
didn’t need it. 

When no reply came, Dome merely held him tighter, 
realizing how afraid he was of losing this, losing Damion. 
The single act of giving him the knife—he was getting 
better. Maybe things would turn out alright. Something long 
waning in his chest sparked to life, and it felt good. Softly he 


pressed a kiss to Damion’s ear, and the goth’s lips curled 
Slightly in amusement; of what, he couldn’t say. 

Neither noted the disheveled woman halting in her tracks 
halfway down the stairs. 

“So you’re my son’s bitch.” 

Bodies jolted apart like soooked deer. “Mom!” 

Frizzy brown hair circled her head like a halo, and the 
tattered garments hung from her petite, scarecrow frame. 
Her expression was blank, only partially present. 
Descending the stairs, she scrutinized both with lassitude; 
she didn’t come to them, but rather stood on the edge of 
the tile, feet away. 

“You... You knew?” Dom managed. 

Her gaze ambled to the dark figure, taking in the heavy 
eyeliner, piercings, chains and formidable frown, returning it 
with one of her own. “...1 knew you had one. Didn’t expect 
him to be a vampire.” 

“Fuck off,” Damion snarled. He didn’t know what was 
happening here, and the insecurity immediately dove 
beneath a stolid mask. “You don’t know me.” 

“Damion...” Dom’s mind raced, still trying to grapple with 
the situation himself. The goth didn’t apologize. “How did 
you know?” 

She seemed to muse over this, then decided to retrieve a 
half full beer on the counter and amble to the sluggish 
couch. To Damion, it seemed she was playing her own 
game, and enjoyed having the boys at her mercy. It was a 
moment before she decided, “lI always knew you were 
queer.” She flopped to the couch. “Ever since you were 
little.” 

Dom stepped forward—“What?” 

“Mmh,” she confirmed. “Like when you asked to see the 
kid next door’s prick...” 

Damion couldn’t suppress an amused smirk. 

“I never—” 


“He decked you for it. Your first black eye. Came home 
crying.” 

Dom didn’t find it funny. “But—” 

“And the time you stuck the hose down your pants...” 

“I was four,” he objected. 

“I was right, wasn’t I?” she countered. “He’s your bitch, 
isn’t he?” 

Dom didn’t know how to respond. “I... | mean, he... We—” 

“Get your fairy ass over here where | can see you,” she 
barked to the goth. 

“Bring your drunken ass to me,” he snarled back coldly. 

A small smile was the response. “My... You can take care 
of yourself, can you?” Rising to her feet, she strode to the 
trash, dumping the bottle with an irresponsible clatter—it 
was an excuse. She didn’t want to let the goth know he had 
won. “And what about my son? Can you take care of him?” 

The question caught Damion off guard. 

“You hear me, vampire?” 

“L...” He was hit hard with the question—what did she 
mean? 

She snorted derisively. “My son can do better than an 
alcoholic slut.” 

“Mom!” Dom objected. 

“He got wasted last night, | can tell!” 

“But—” 

“And | saw the way he felt you up. | bet he’d do anyone 
for a little bit of fun.” 

“Damion’s not a slut!” 

“And how would you know?” she barked. 

The question pulled the goth out of his shock. “I’m not an 
alcoholic! | got wasted last night, but that’s none of your 
business. | have my reasons.” 

“Everybody has their reasons.” 

“And what are yours, maiden saint of sobriety?” 

She didn’t answer, admiring Damion’s mordant command 
—he made a point. 


“And I’m not a slut. Sure, | like Dom. He’s gorgeous as 
hell. I’m not gonna sleep with anyone but him.” 

“Whores are the best liars.” 

“I’m not a whore!” 

“You certainly look like one.” 

“| do not!” 

“Is your head pounding?” 

Non sequitur. “...What?” 

She offered a knowing smile, shuffling to the fridge. “Your 
head is pounding. | know a hangover when I see one.” 

“Dom gave me aspirin.” 

“Aspirin isn’t what you need.” She produced a bottle of 
Corona, bumping the thick door closed. “Drink this.” 

He barely caught the bottle. 

“Mom, he’s going to school!” Dom protested, so lost in 
the train of events he wasn’t even sure he should be 
speaking. “He can’t go to school with booze in his system!” 

“One isn’t going to mess him up. Besides, it'll be easier to 
come down off one that however many you had last night.” 
Damion wanted to offer her the number, but didn’t. She 
didn’t need to know. “And drink a lot of water.” Turning back 
to the goth, her half-aware gaze scrutinizing every part of 
him, down to the open beer in his hands. After a long pause, 
she sighed, “I guess you’re alright.” 

For some reason, Damion felt lighter. She knew about 
them. Knew, and approved. 

The magnitude of the moment was not lost on Dom, 
though his head was still spinning from the shock—would 
she keep their secret? If she told John... He didn’t know what 
would happen. But maybe, just this once, he could trust her 
again. 


Chapter Seventeen 


Pulling into the school parking lot, Dom’s stomach fell— 
Chance, Bennet, James and Phillip crowded around the back 
of a pickup, laughing and talking. Instinctively appraising 
the situation, Damion knew they wouldn’t get past the past 
the pack without some comment, malignant or otherwise— 
the jocks were right on the center aisle of the lot, next to 
the back doors. 

“Shit,” he cursed, leaning back—it was a perfect top to an 
already perfect morning. “Can’t we just rip out their spines 
and go home?” 

The comment was harsh, even for Damion. “No. Just 
ignore them.” 

“Fucking easy for you to Say.” 
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Chance noted the black Jaguar pull in and attempted in 
vain to suppress a chorus of jokes. “Damn,” James whistled, 
“Guess that’s one plus of being the Freak’s bitch...” 

“Yeah, but you gotta sleep in Its coffin at night,” Phillip 
added. 

“I bet Adrik’s getting’ him to supply stuff for voodoo 
dolls...” 

“Shut your face,” Chance growled, slamming the tailgate 
closed. “Dom isn’t anyone’s bitch. Especially Adrik’s.” 

“Then why the hell is he spending so much time with 
him?” Bennet queried, more intent on making a point than 
finding an answer. “He doesn’t even eat lunch with us 
anymore.” 

“Maybe  Adrik’s his experiment,” Brick mused. 
“Remember freshman year, when he tried to be friends with 
Katy Stanford...” 

“And she ended up stalking him for weeks!” Phillip 
laughed at the memory. “Never could keep the ladies off 
him.” 


“Well, it ain’t just ladies now,” James drawled. “And that 
kid probably likes it hard core, chains and all...” 

“Shut up,” Chance barked again. He didn’t like the turn 
the conversation was taking, and the pair in question 
approached. “Dom isn’t banging Adrik. End of story.” 

Soon they were near. In a moment of confidence, James 
called, “Hey Freak! How much for a blow job?” 

Damion had no patience for games today. “Fuck off, West! 
Go suck your own cock!” 

James received several hoots and boldly added, “Naw— 
you're cheaper!” 

Walking in the building, a roar exploded from Damion’s 
gut, and he punched the brick wall in a rush of worthless 
frustration. 
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When Dom closed his locker before lunch, Christine was 
there; her eyes were angry somehow, yet sad. 

“Yeah?” Dom asked rather dismissively. He wasn’t sure 
why she was there. 

After a brief moment, she shifted her books and said, “I 
know.” 

Confusion. “What?” 

“I know,” she repeated. “I know about Damion, and you.” 

Panic hit him like a wall. “Christine, don’t—” 

Venom, “I know, | know. Don’t tell anyone.” 

With that, she turned and disappeared into the rush of 
students. 
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During lunch, Dom sat at a computer, trying to gather 
himself, mouse pointing and clicking, searching for words he 
knew he would find if he dug deep enough into the past. 
Christine’s words raced through his head—!l know about 
Damion, and you. | know. 

Damn. What had he done? With slightly shaking fingers, 
he typed, Adrik accident alcohol. He didn’t even notice 
Chance approaching. 


“Hey,” the jock greeted, sitting on the table next to the 
machine. “How’s it going?” 

Dom didn’t answer. “Damion met my mom this morning.” 

“Is that why he’s so bitchy today?” he joked. When it 
received no appreciation, the jock’s attempted smile faded. 
“Did she flip?” 

“She likes him.” 

Surprise. “...Does she know?” 

“...Yeah.” The mouse kept moving, focused eyes kept 
searching. Chance glanced over in an attempt to 
understand. “...On accident. She surprised us.” 

“You mean, like...” 

“In the kitchen. Just kissing, but she knew.” 

“Oh...” A silence descended as Dom added more 
keywords to the search. Marcella December car. 

“Christine knows, too,” he managed, trying to mask his 
fear. 

Chance started—“What?” 

“She knows. She told me she knows.” 

Shit. “Has she, y’know, told anybody?” 

Dom shrugged, focused on the screen. “I don’t know.” 

Sighing, Chance paused, ingesting this information. Then 
he remembered why he’d come. “James is having a party 
this Friday at his barn... We need another driver.” 

Dom knew it was a question. “Sure.” They always needed 
drivers, usually Chance and him. They were the only ones 
who didn’t get wasted. 

“...You know, Dom... People are talking.” 

“People?” He found it. The link opened, and conversation 
stopped. Dom felt his teeth clench, his muscles tense— 

TEEN DEAD IN WRECK 

the headline blared. Below, a metal heap barely 
recognizable as a sports car sprawled brokenly on its 
mutilated frame. The driver’s side didn’t exist. 

“Holy shit,” Chance breathed, sliding off the desk. “What 
the hell...” 


Dom read on, his consciousness’ thrown, finally 
understanding the snippets of information he’d received. 

A SINGLE CAR ACCIDENT ON HWY. 32 led to the death of 
an 18-year-old Marcella male in the late afternoon hours of 
Dec. 2. Amadeus Victor Adrik, known to friends and family 
as simply Adi, was pronounced dead on the scene from 
severe head injuries which occurred in the accident. 

Amadeus was driving southbound on Hwy. 32 with his 
brother Damion Adrik, 13 yrs., in the passenger seat when 
the car flew off the road. Amadeus was not wearing his 
seatbelt, though Damion was. Local Becky Erin was the first 
to discover the car one hour later. 

Damion was rushed to Carnegie Hospital and suffered a 
broken tibia and minor injuries. 

According to the police report, Damion stated his brother 
was speeding when the car failed to make a sharp bend in 
the road. Amadeus’ car rolled twice before colliding with a 
large tree. There were no witnesses. Police say heavy rain 
probably contributed to the accident. 

Amadeus was a twelfth grader at Marcella High School 
and is the son of Julian and Victor Adrik of Marcella. He Is 
survived by his brother Damion of Marcella. 

Damion had a brother and he was dead. 


Chapter Eighteen 


It was snowing after school. Not the wet, heavy sticky 
snow of January, but rather the light flakes of a gray sky too 
dry to release anything more. Each snowflake floated 
through the crisp air with a certain’ resignation, 
acknowledging its fate before ever reaching the ground. 

Damion sat in his Jaguar, watching their twining dance. 
Dom was late coming out the back doors, but the goth 
didn’t mind; he enjoyed watching the flurry. Winter was his 
favorite time of year—it was when rain turned to snow. 

Dom came, moving slowly; even before he entered the 
car, Damion knew something was wrong. “Hey,” he offered, 
seeing a silent turmoil broil in Dom’s eyes. “What’s wrong?” 

He paused, the prospect of actually speaking the truth 
daunting, impossible. “I... We need to talk.” 

Brows furrowed, concerned. “Why?” 
“I just... We need to talk.” 

“|, Okay...” He pulled out of the parking lot, confused. 

Dom said nothing. 
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It was always the pond—silent solitude, away from the 
world. He knew this was where Dom wanted to go. The pond 
was Safe, and both could speak words ineffable anywhere 
else; the trees could not tell their secrets, and a security 
arose in that muteness. Pulling up to the water’s edge, a 
moment flew past Damion’s consciousness—laughter, 
sunlight on the surface, a splash. That mirth was gone now; 
it was snowing. 

Dom couldn’t think. How should he say this? How could 
he approach this? Last time, Damion had panicked, and with 
everything that had already happened that day... 

Damion got impatient. “What’s wrong?” 

A deep breath, fingers through hair. “I... | read an article 
today.” 


“So?” 

“It was about an accident four years ago... A kid died just 
off this road.” 

Gaze froze. 

“He and his brother were driving in the rain.” 

Damion couldn’t respond, not to that. 

Dom continued. “...Why didn’t you tell me? | mean... God, 
that’s... It’s heavy...” 

No shit. 

“Why didn’t you tell me about him?” 

“Because it’s none of your business.” 

“That’s not good enough,” he countered obstinately, 
knowing there was more. “It’s always none of my business. 
Why don’t you trust me?” 

He hated Dom—hated how he always phrased the 
question exactly right, making it personal. The pause was 
deafening, utterly awkward and detestable. “...! just...” he 
fiddled with the hem of his sweatshirt sleeve, refusing to 
meet Dom’s gaze. He could feel the tongue ring press the 
roof of his mouth. “I just didn’t want...” Did he even know? 
“... It’s mine. Nobody needs to know. It’s... It’s mine.” 

“...What happened?” 

He shrugged and opened a pack of cigarettes, sliding one 
out. “Adi died.” 

“And...” 

Another shrug. “Adi died. | lived. End of story.” 

The lighter clicked briefly, the window descended a few 
inches. “l... | want to Know what happened...” He watched 
the goth place the black lighter back in the cup holder—he 
knew Damion could talk about it, maybe even needed to. 
“Please?” 

Damion inhaled, calm smoke imbibing his system, 
assuaging his nerves. It wasn’t fair to do this to Dom. After 
all, his boyfriend was trying to understand, wanted to know 
what happened. How could he possibly know that was 
everything Damion tried to keep hidden? All the memories, 


his own memories; they were his claim to the pain and hurt, 
his justification of his warped mind. Could he give that to 
Dom? 

With a kind of dull epiphany, he realized—he could. And 
he wanted to. He wanted to tell Dom about the accident, 
give him what he’d seen over and over in his sleep; he 
would let Dom have that part of him. 

“I... | don’t really know what happened...” Silver smoke 
shot past his lips, taciturn. “...We were on our way to see a 
movie...” 

—“D’you really think so?” “Yeah! | mean, they might like 
you to be a little more... happy sometimes... But | know they 
love you. ”— 

“The Mummy Returns, or some shit like that. It was 
raining heavy, tough driving, y'know? And he was going way 
too fast...” A small smile, “He always liked to drive fast... 
Said it was the only way he’d ever break the law...” 

Dom accommodated with a half-smile. 

Damion tried not to shut down, distance himself. “He took 
the turn too fast...” 

—instant Adi scream shatter crash snap pain— 

“Everything exploded, and Adi screamed... | was 
trapped, and...” his voice fell uncertainly; “...Adi was... He 
was on the side that hit the tree...” Trying to suppress a 
wave of fear and nausea, “They said it was only an hour 
before they found us, but it was forever...” 

—tears streaming down my screaming face, God wake up 
Adi God— 

“It’s funny... People think of death as some huge thing, 
like it’s hard or something. It’s the easiest thing in the 
world... Just happens. One second you’re there, the next, 
you're gone.” He attempted a weak smile, as if what he said 
was amusing. “You know, my parents didn’t even ask if | 
was Okay, at the hospital. They were too concerned about 
Adi. He was dead, and they cared more about him than me. 
They still do.” 


—“Damn it, Dad, I’m not Adi!’”— 

“They loved him so much, and me... | mean, fucking 
look at me.” Smoke seeped from his lips as eyes grew 
distant, vacant—he’d seen it over and over, in trips and in 
his sleep, the car rolling, Adi... “It should have been me.” | 
should have hit the tree—my skull should have shattered. “If 
there is a god, he killed the wrong person.” 

“Damion...” 

The goth turned to look at him with such innocent eyes; 
he didn’t even seem to hear what his own mouth was 
saying. 

“1...” What should he say? What could he say? “...I... I’m 
sorry.” The only thing he could think was to rest his hand 
atop the other's, silently reassuring. “Damion... I’m sorry.” 

And there it was. The pity party for Damion trip. “Don’t 
be. I’m fine.” 

“But... That had to be hard...” 

“| dealt with it.” 

You're still dealing with it. “And...” 

Cold eyes looked to the other’s, unprepared for the open 
truth they met. “And what?” 

“Well, what now? How are things?” 

The defining remark broke their gazes. The snow had 
begun to stick outside; one cigarette butt ended in the 


ashtray, and another full one began. “I d’know... | think 
about him, a lot... You know, like where he’d be now, what 
he’d say about me and how messed up | am... | d’know. 


Maybe he’d get it...” A sad smile. “He always got it.” 

Turning to stone, his voice continued. “You’re a lot like 
him, you know. Sporty, popular, All-American...” 

—“ You comin’ to Friday’s game? | need someone to cheer 
me on.” — 

“There’s a reason my parents worship you.” 

Dom didn’t say anything. 

“He knew about me, being queer and all. And the 
cutting... Said it wasn’t good for me... He’s probably the one 


person that ever treated me like normal. Like there wasn’t 
something fucked up with me...” He felt Dom’s hand tighten 
around his own, and his gaze darted up. 

“ĮI love you. You know that, don’t you?” 

A silence descended, weighted, heavy; Damion’s eyes 
darted away, trying with all his strength to accept this, 
accept Dom’s love, not deny it in his chest. “I...” He took a 
deep breath. “I know... It’s just hard, y’know?” 

Dom sighed wearily. “Yeah. | know.” 
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That night Dom sat on Damion’s bed, back resting against 
the headboard and homework spread before him. He was 
concentrating, and only after several minutes did he notice 
the goth’s actions: Damion rested on the beanbag, half- 
facing him, with his sketchbook laying lightly on his lap; 
every few moments he would glance up at Dom’s features. 

“What are you drawing?” the jock asked, copying a 
calculation. 

Damion smirked. “You.” 

“Can | see?” 

“When I’m done.” 

At first, the goth had refused to show Dom his artwork—it 
was personal, as is all art created out of necessity. However, 
Damion slowly gave, showing Dom select pieces, things he 
felt comfortable giving, which were growing increasingly in 
numbers. Damion was trusting him. 

“I never see your stuff up around school,” Dom queried 
offhand. 

“| don’t take art classes.” 

Puzzled, “How’d you get so good, then?” 

The muscled skin took form beneath his hand. “I taught 


myself.” 
“You taught yourself to draw like that,’ Dom repeated 
Skeptically. 


“I had how-to books and stuff.” 
Dom paused as he realized Damion wasn’t joking. “Oh...” 


Several more minutes passed, and the goth watched 
satisfactorily as the pencil morphed lines into reality, a soul 
taking form beneath his hand. Finally he stated, “It’s done.” 

Curious, Dom set aside his textbook and went to sit with 
Damion on the edge of the beanbag. “Let me see,” he 
offered. 

Damion turned the pad over for the jock’s inspection, 
then smiled slightly at Dom’s surprised countenance. 

The picture showed him from the shoulders up, face 
furrowed slightly in concentration, gazing down towards a 
non-existent textbook. It felt like he was looking at a 
photograph, a mirror; the skin looked alive, and the eyes— 
Damion had a way of drawing eyes, like everything the goth 
refused to allow himself to feel came out on the page. In his 
own eyes Dom saw reflected consciousness and will, 
amiability and weariness, and the slight gentleness of love 
lined his irises. A bit baffled, Dom glanced up at his 
boyfriend, who was smiling in victory. With familiarity the 
jock caught the gleam of metal on Damion’s neck—strength. 
He knew he’d only partially grasped the meaning behind it. 

“Can | look at the rest?” he asked. 

It was his Journal, his most private compliment of 
drawings; the last time Dom asked, he had been soundly 
rejected. 

Something slipped into Damion’s mind, an acceptance. 
Flipping to the front, he offered, “Start from the beginning.” 

“When was the beginning?” Dom asked, opening the 
cover—a massive flaming skull met him. 

“A week before we got high on the beanbag.” 

Slowly flipping through the pages, Dom saw a life unfold 
before him, the mechanics of mind indicated by mood and 
subject of drawings. Damion had three kinds of styles—the 
first, his favorite, Dom would have described as creepy; 
everything seemed emaciated and stretched, contorted and 
grotesque. The second reminded Dom of a dreamscape, 
because the drawings never looked quite real, though they 


came very close; strings seemed to tug at their edges and 
nothing felt completely proportional. The third and final 
style, the manner in which he usually drew real people, 
looked so distinctly clear it was like looking at a picture, how 
he had drawn Dom minutes ago. 

The pages overflowed with pictures, Damion’s 
consciousness spilled indiscriminately on the page. He 
passed gargoyles and dragons, marijuana leaves and 
tarantulas, distorted corpses and skeletons with wings. The 
surreal world of Damion’s imagination passed before his 
eyes—there was a blade thrust deep into a stone wall 
painted with a marijuana leaf for their first encounter, a full 
page depiction of Dom’s naked form entwined in sheets for 
the night they’d had sex, a knife lying in a pool of blood the 
day Dom walked out. The jock found himself increasingly a 
Subject of Damion’s artistic skill, and every new picture 
revealed something deeper in his eyes—at first it was 
simple things, like the way they reflected light, but it soon 
grew to be more. He watched his own soul unfold on the 
paper as Damion discovered it, until he felt he knew himself 
intimately, past any point of simple familiarity. The goth 
knew him. 

Damion watched his boyfriend’s countenance closely, 
reading the concern, surprise and pleasure; Dom admired 
his work, but the often grotesque subject matter disturbed 
him. Dom’s mother was there in the pages, and her eyes 
had been exed out. “I draw what | see,” he explained, 
perhaps a bit uneasily. 

Dom turned the page—it was a nightmare. Cadaverous 
bodies, twisted and maimed, stood floating inches above a 
crystal water surface where an angel trapped in chains was 
drowning. Massive feathered wings strove to break free and 
fly, but to no avail: it was dying. 

What startled Dom most, however, was not the scene, but 
the subject; the angel was him. Everything else was surreal, 


the morbid style of nightmares, corpses decaying and 
passive, but the angel was real. It was real, and it was him. 

“What is this?” he asked uneasily. 

Damion shrugged. “I don’t know. | just drew it.” 

It hit Dom deeply. “What does it mean?” 

Honest, “I don’t know.” He’d tried to capture the feeling in 
Dom’s eyes. “It doesn’t mean anything, | guess.” 

Dom continued to stare at the picture. “...I’m not an 
angel.” 

“| never said you were.” 
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Dom went to bed directly after finishing his homework, 
and soon the even rise and fall of breath could be heard; 
Damion lingered. He knew what would meet him, if he fell 
asleep—he’d talked about the accident, about Adi, too 
much. After the first nights four years ago, he’d tried not to 
Sleep; insomnia had dominated his life for weeks. But in the 
end, his body could not handle it. He’d given up on trying. 

He wandered, watching television, playing pool, taking a 
shower. Eventually he sat on the bed next to Dom’s dormant 
body, watching the broad chest rise and fall; sleep lined his 
own eyes, and he accepted it—he walked to the bathroom, 
taking out his toothbrush and toothpaste, setting them 
neatly side by side on the counter. Then, clicking off the 
lights, his form slid in next to Dom's. 

He was trapped, the rain fell through the shattered 
windshield onto his screaming, shrieking face and Adi stared 
dead out past the rain skull concave bloody pain flared dark 
hands suffocate choke body convulsing trying to breathe Adi 
watching him die— 
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Dom woke to Damion’s scream. 

The goth was sitting bolt upright in bed, eyes wide, body 
covered in sweat—he gasped for air like a fish out of water. 

Instantly Dom sat up next to him, groggily anxious. 
“Damion...” The goth didn’t respond, and Dom’s mind 


reached full awareness. “Hon...” 

Coherence bloomed: the sheets, the darkened room, the 
hand on his back, his lungs filling. It was real, this was real, 
this was— 

“Damion...” 

Rising, trip to the bathroom, light appeared— 

Dom watched his boyfriend stumble to the toilet and 
vomit with a sort of numb shock. He rose, walking to the 
bathroom, and knelt at Damion’s side. The goth was still 
gasping and choking, heaves shaking his body; the naked 
chest constricted, trying to force viscera out. Dom remained 
silent, gently soothing his back. 

Eventually the goth settled. He felt Dom’s eyes on him, 
anxious and waiting. Softly he wiped his mouth with toilet 
paper. Resigned eyes did not meet the jock’s, and a calm 
took him like the sea after a lightning storm. “...I’m Okay.” 

“What happened?” 

He flushed the toilet and rose to his feet. “Nightmares.” 

Dom was coming to realize that Damion was different—he 
reacted differently to things than most people, and his body, 
inside and out, bore the brunt of it. He saw Damion retrieve 
his toothbrush and begin brushing with a kind of curiosity; it 
all seemed mechanical, streamlined. With a sort of 
discomfort, he realized Damion had set out his toothpaste 
beforehand, on purpose. 

When the goth was done, he calmly rinsed his mouth and 
went back to bed. 

Dom followed. Sitting next to his boyfriend, gazing down 
on his alert face, he asked, “What just happened?” 

“I had a nightmare.” 

“What about?” 

Damion turned over, his back to Dom. 

When the goth continued to breathe in silence, Dom lay 
down, pulling the sheets up and laying an arm around 
Damion’s waist, entwining his leg with the other’s. He felt 


the even rise and fall of the goth’s chest and wondered how 
often he’d lain alone in the dark, suffocating. 

They remained silent for several minutes, and Dom was 
nodding off when the goth replied, “It was about the 
accident.” 

Consciousness slid in. “...Were you dying?” 

“Yeah... | couldn’t breathe.” 

The compact chest rose and fell against his. 

“My parents were there, and | was in an ambulance. | 
was suffocating, and they kept calling me Adi and telling me 
to get up...” Eyes darted blankly ahead. “Adi was there, 
too... We were all at the pond and it was raining...” 

Arms tightened, pulling closer. 

“...He just kept staring at me, crying... But he was dead.” 

“Maybe he wanted to help,” Dom offered. “Maybe he’s in 
heaven watching, trying to help you.” 

What he wouldn’t give for heaven to exist, to Adi to be 
with a god who loved him, to be happy, not the final corpse 
he’d pleaded to in the rain. 

But God didn’t exist. Heaven didn’t exist. Adi didn’t exist. 
“I’m never gonna be him... | can’t be.” 

He felt the goth’s muscles tense, the voice trying not to 
sense too much. “...1 don’t want you to be him. | love you.” 

“When | was in the hospital, when I cut my wrists... My 
dad said he wished I'd bled longer, so everything would be 
over...” It hurt, and a single tear slipped from the corner of 
his eye. “They’re looking right at me, but they don’t see 
me.” 

Dom knew he was cracking—the goth needed to let go. 
Softly he soothed, “Adi loved you...” 

Damion’s breath shook. 

“It’s okay,” he assured, massaging the goth’s hip with his 
hand. “It’s okay to miss him... He was your brother.” 

He could find no solution to this slow, painful evisceration, 
and a tear fell, followed by another. 


Dom could feel Damion’s life in the darkness surrounding 
them; gently Dom pressed his lips into the goth’s ear, 
kissing him softly, and hands wandered. 

“What did you do, when your dad left?” Damion 
managed, thankful for the physical attention, the 
distraction. 

And Dom considered this thoughtfully. He couldn’t 
remember. “I prayed, | guess... | hung out with Chance a lot, 
and got into football... The guys were everything, y’know, 
like family.” He realized with a small smile, “...| was looking 
for someone to love me.” 

Damion felt Dom’s body desiring his affection and 
attention, knowing the jock wanted him—past sex and play, 
past surface needs. Dom needed him in his entirety, and it 
felt good. He needed Dom, too. 

He pressed against the goth solidly, firmly, murmuring, 
“it’s okay to want love, Damion. It’s okay...” 

After a pause, Damion managed, “I love you.” 

It was earth-shattering, completely and utterly 
enthralling. Dom settled himself against the goth 
permanently, returning the assurance Damion had so often 
given him. For the second time in twenty-four hours, Dom 
felt things would really, truly be okay. 


Chapter Nineteen 


Friday night came all too soon. Dom knew he told Chance 
and the others he would drive, but when it came to it, he 
really didn’t want to haul a bunch of drunk football players 
around, especially not in the crowded confines of Bennet’s 
truck. But in the end, he had to, because he’d given his 
word; and if Dom said he would do something, he did it. 

The massive silver Dodge pulled up just as Dom emerged 
from Damion’s car after their date. Phillip, Evan, Brian, and 
Tony had piled in Bennet’s five-seater cab; he could see the 
driver’s face darken at seeing the ebony Jaguar in the 
driveway. The goth threw Bennet an acerbic look before 
pulling away, much to Dom’s dismay—Damion wasn’t 
helping. Entering the car, Dom received several curious 
glares, though no one made comment: Chance had 
threatened to bash their heads in if they said anything 
about it, though Phillip, a tall, bulky lineman queried lightly, 
“What'd you guys do?” 

Dom shrugged off the slightly accusing tone. “Got a 
burger.” 

No one dared comment further. 
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The barn was huge—James’ uncle bred horses, though 
he’d recently sent them to board somewhere else for winter. 
The roof towered two and a half stories high, stretching up 
to pinion the stars. Its massive silhouette could be seen 
even from the road, though the windows were shuttered, 
trapping the lights and making it look empty from any great 
distance. It was here the football players always went for a 
party, especially in the off season when only half of the boys 
played basketball. Tracking through the dirt to the massive 
barn doors, Bennet announced, “Let the games begin.” 

James was already there, and Chance, Brick, Matt, Jake 
and Michael soon drove in, followed by Terissa. The latter 


surprised Dom—she’d never come before. 

“My brother’s outta town,” Michael explained. “She 
brought the booze.” True to his word, the spunky gypsy 
carted the cases from her car into the well-lit barn, feet 
shuffling the old hay still strewn across the floor. She was 
joined by several other female counterparts, none of whom 
Dom knew. 

Soon everyone was drunk—save for Dom and Chance, 
always the drivers—and having a blast. Phillip supplied 
music which thumped with a heady bass, the perfect music 
for dancing. 

“Hey,” Brick called, crossing to Dom halfway through the 
night, half-empty Miller in hand. “Haven’t seen you for a 
while. Where ya been?” 

Dom shrugged, feeling uncomfortable at the arm that was 
now slung amiably around his neck, dangling like a slack 
fish. 

“| hear you've been hangin’ with that freak kid, what’s his 
name...” 

Dom didn’t respond, sliding out of the hold. Brick turned 
his attention to something more entertaining—Terissa giving 
Evan a lap dance. “Damn,” came the whistles, “Look who’s 
lucky...” 

“Y'know, Dom,” Michael chimed in—he reeked of vodka 
—“That freak’s a cocksucker... Wouldn’t wanna hang aroun’ 
him too much...” 

“Oh, he knows that,” Phillip countered. “Everyone knows 
the Freak ain’t normal. Jus’ look at him!” 

James picked it up. “Maybe Dom’s a fag... You doin’ him, 
Sal? Why didn’t you tell us?” 

“Buzz off,” Dom growled in turn. This was escalating to a 
point he did not want to go. 

“Dom's not doing anybody,” Chance cut in, trying to help. 
“Shut your mouth.” 

“Naw, he ain’t doin’ the Freak,” Bennet called from where 
he danced with a pleasantly plump brunette. “He’s still a 


virgin.” 

“What’s it to you?” he barked. 

“Hey, Terissa,” James summoned her. “Dom's a virgin!” 

“No shit,” she smiled, laughing with the rest—when had 
she joined the football crowd? “I can fix that...” Breasts 
hung loosely in her shirt, the low V-neck leaving little to the 
imagination; she moved towards him, pulling too close, and 
Dom’s feet caught on a hay bale that threw him backwards, 
much to everyone’s amusement. Some lost interest as Dom 
rose, though James seemed keen to humiliate him. 

“C’mon, Sal, be a man.” 

“C’mon,” she persisted, thinking it a joke, body pressing 
against Dom. “...| haven’t seen th’hayloft yet...” 

“Good idea,” James seconded. “Why don’t you see the 
hayloft, Dom?” 

Again he managed to push her away. “I don’t do drunks.” 

“I bet y’did the Freak when he was smashed,” she 
protested, insulted. 

“What?” 

“Oh, don’ look at me all inn’cent,” she continued—James 
seemed intent on it. “I Knew what all that booze was for that 
Damion wanted. Y’went and got yourselves smashed...” Her 
stunning blue eyes became accusing. “I bet you did him 
when he was drunk.” 

“You got drunk with the Freak?” James asked harshly. 

“| didn’t get drunk with anyone.” 

“But you did him,” Terissa argued. 

“I—no!” 

“Hey everyone!” James shouted loosely, “Dom’s done the 
Freak!” 

“Shut up!” he growled, echoed by Chance, 

“Shut up—you’re drunk!” 

Only a few people turned heads, but Brick and Terissa had 
a good laugh at it. “Hey Dom,” he slurred, lax arm curled 
around the girl’s waist, “Must be kinda weird having a 
vampire in your ass...” 


“I bet he likes it,” she negated. 

“D’you like fucking him Sal?” James was relentless. “Bet 
the Freak’z turned you into one too.” 

“Damion’s not a freak.” Dom rose from the hay bale 
where he sat, matching the drunk offender. “And he’s not a 
vampire. He’s a great guy, and the next time you start 
bashing him, l'Il beat your face in. Got it?” 

The threat was extreme, strange for Dom; it didn’t sound 
real. James smiled, not intimidated. “What, you'll beat me 
with your faggot purse? Fags can’t hit—” 

Dom barreled into him, leveling him to the floor, 
smashing a fist to his head. James struggled sloppily, and 
Chance leapt to Dom’s side, pulling him off, tearing him 
away. Once safe, James just lay there, alcohol slowing his 
awareness; he was laughing hysterically. “Damn, Sal,”—a 
burst of laughter—“You really are a fag, aren’t you...” 

It was building, coming, “So what the hell if | am?” he 
barked, shrugging Chance’s hand off his shoulder. He 
walked past James, still rolling on the floor, and out into the 
night. 
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The stars were beautiful. Dom had never really taken the 
time to look, but they were. He could see what Damion 
talked about, the sky being endless. It was a favorite 
pastime of the goth, to lay out under the stars; Dom had 
never really understood before. Watching them from where 
he sat on the tailgate of the Dodge, the stars seemed 
freeing, flying past the confines of the world. If only it was 
that easy. 

What was going on? He’d thought they were his friends, 
and all of a sudden they’d teamed up against him; and 
where had Terissa come from? Last he knew, she was the 
brunt of whore jokes, now she was under their protection. 
Probably for the sex, he frowned grimly. 

James, too—he hadn’t realized James hated him that 
much. Last Dom had talked to him, the jock seemed good- 


natured, amiable. Now he jumped down Dom’s throat every 
time he spoke. 

Damn... What the hell had happened? 

Would they remember tomorrow? Would they know he 
was gay? He hadn’t thought about what he said, hadn’t 
contemplated the action; it was not a carefully planned leak 
of information, but a sudden explosion in the heat of anger. 
How could they say that about Damion? Why did they think 
they could just up and pull that shit, especially in front of 
him? 

A drunken silhouette stumbled from the vista of golden 
light cast between massive wooden doors. Dom could still 
hear the thumping bass and laughter; it grated his nerves. 
With a sharp bend the form vomited on the dead grass, 
gasping and coughing; it made Dom sick. The silhouette 
straightened, then noticed him on the tailgate, and as it 
drew closer, Dom recognized Bennet ambling with an open 
beer in hand. The jock approached, apparently intent on 
reaching him. Dom looked away, up to the stars, not 
wanting to deal with another slew of insults. However, when 
Bennet reached the truck, leaning against the back, Dom 
couldn’t really ignore him. Breathing deeply, the other tried 
to act nonchalant, even though Dom and he were the only 
ones there. “...Sorry... ‘bout those idiots.” 

Dom hadn't expected that; he didn’t know what to say. 

“They don’ know what they’re talkin’ about...” Pausing a 
moment, he admitted, “The Freak’s not that bad...” 

“And how would you know?” Neither made eye contact, 
staring out into the darkness. “You’ve never even talked to 
him. None of those guys have.” 

“I have.” He took another drink. “He’s actually... Well, 
he’z not as bad as everyone says.” 

“When have you ever talked to him?” He hadn’t heard 
about this one. 

“I saw ‘iS name in the trophy case, an’ | asked him ‘bout 
it.” 


Dom turned, curious. “You saw Damion’s name in the 
trophy case at school?” 

“Nnn... Saw’z brother’s name.” 

“You knew he had a brother?” 

“Not till | saw’z name in the case.” 

Somehow, it calmed him—Bennet didn’t know about the 
accident; nobody remembered. They were all in middle 
school when it happened, and Damion hadn’t started at 
their school till years afterward. He doubted even the 
teachers had made the connection. “...What did he say 
about it?” 

A shrug. “Said it was none of my business.” 

Funny, that seemed to be Damion’s favorite copout. 
“What else?” 

Another drink. “’Sbrother’s a football player, like us. 
Played quarterback.” 

Dom said nothing. 

“He’s probably off at some huge college gettin’ drafted 
for the NFL.” 

If he only knew. 

“Makes y’wonder why Damion’s so screwed up. ’Mean, 
with rich-ass parents and a brother like that...” 

It hit Dom as ironic—Bennet was so close, so unbelievably 
close to the truth; if only he had pushed further, dug deeper. 
Bennet had no idea how thin the wall between him and 
Damion actually was. If only he’d broken through. “He’s got 
a lot of shit in his life... A /ot of shit.” 

Bennet smiled crookedly. “We don’ help much.” Starting 
back towards the barn, he added, “Tell him hi... next time 
you see ’im...” 
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James emerged a few minutes later, likely tipped off by 
Bennet that he was still out there. James swaggered through 
the night; Dom knew he’d had even more to drink. Spotting 
the jock sitting laxly on the tailgate, James headed over with 
a mischievous glint in his eye. “Hey Sal, how’z it goin?” 


“Fuck off, James.” 

He spurted a snort. “Look who’s suddenly got balls.” He 
leaned forward on the edge of the gate, feet from Dom. 
“The Freak teach y’that one, faggot?” 

This was getting old. “James, take your drunk ass back to 
the barn. I’m not in the mood.” 

The running back seemed to contemplate this for a 
moment, pensating the implications. Finally he offered, 
“There’s something y’need to see.” He smelled like whiskey 
and beer. “Behind the barn.” 

Appraising the situation, Dom deemed it manageable— 
after all, he had more muscle than James, who was just 
Slightly taller than him, and if the worst happened and the 
other jumped him, he’d be okay. He had the advantage of 
being sober. “What is it?” 

“Car parts—need your opinion.” 

A lie. Dom didn’t know much about cars, really. Not like 
Bennet or Matt. But if the other was trying to make 
amends... “Why?” 

“Just need it. C’mon.” 

Side by side with James, he tread through the darkness, 
hearing the other’s slightly escalated breath, finding it 
Slightly off. Rounding the corner at the back of the barn— 
there was no car, nothing. Just grass and darkness. “What 


Hands groped from behind, heavy breath in his ear. James 
knocked him to the ground, air whooshed from his lungs. 
The jock was on top of him, feeling, pressing hard against 
him, Dom’s adrenaline rushed what was going on what was 
happening he struggled to throw the other off, a muffled 
grunt the only response. “Fucking faggot,” the harsh voice 
growled, throwing a punch. “Fuck with me, c’mon, fucking 
bastard,” a mouth was on him, Dom writhed, shoved, 
pushed, anything to get the heavy weight off him, he cried 
out couldn’t get him off couldn’t fight him. “Stop!” Mad hips 
pounded down, James wanted him wanted more what the 


hell was happening—“Get off!” he bellowed, using his knee 
to throw James up and off. 

The jock landed with a dull thud on his back, groaning 
Slightly. He lay there, his loud laughter suddenly quiet. His 
voice was Shallow, labored at his fall. “Wha’s the matter, 
Sal?” he growled. “Y’d rather do the Freak, is that it?” 

Standing above the fallen jock, Dom had a moment to 
realize what had just happened—James had... had tried... 
James was... 

He couldn’t breathe. 


Chapter Twenty 


He made his way to the front of the structure, head hazy 
in shock; he hadn’t helped James up. The trucks came into 
view, then the golden light spilling from open doors; bass 
beat with his heart, growing louder every second, though it 
only served to enervate him more. The night all around lay 
still, calm, unchanged. How could everything be so serene, 
when inside he felt ready to implode? 

Reaching the doors, he found the one he was looking for 
in the crowd. Reluctantly Chance agreed to his request, 
against his better judgment. Both abandoned the strident 
cries of drunken merriment for the calmer lassitude of the 
night. Climbing into the cab of a dirty Ford, Chance asked, 
“Are you sure, Dom?” 

The other nodded wearily. “I just... | need to stay 
somewhere else tonight.” 

Chance didn’t question further. 
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Pulling up in front of the Adrik mansion, Chance couldn’t 
help but ask, “Are you okay? You look... sick...” 

Something like that. “It’s just not a good night.” The 
passenger door chunked open. “I just... | need to be with 
him.” What other way was there to explain it? Even he 
didn’t understand the necessity to see, hold, speak with 
Damion. Everything felt dirty, augmented by the fact that 
he couldn’t remember if the numbness in his hips was 
caused by James’ thrusting, or if there had been other 
things, hands, groping underneath the fabric. “I'll be okay.” 

Chance knew he wasn’t telling the truth, but tried to 
suppress the pang of jealousy that came in Dom’s desire to 
speak with Damion instead of him; after all, it was the goth 
that had been the center of Dom’s thoughts and 
conversation tonight, the latter not being of his choice. 


Perhaps it was best for Dom to see Damion. At least, that’s 
what Chance tried to tell himself. “See ya, then.” 

“You sure you're okay taking everyone home?” Dom 
queried through the open door. 

“Yeah. Might have to make two trips, but l'Il get ’em.” A 
laugh, “Should be interesting.” 

Dom offered a silent half-smile, a nod, then stopped short 
—it was getting colder. “Oh, and James is out behind the 
barn.” With that he closed the door. 

KKK K 

Damion had turned off his music and was preparing for 
bed when the doorbell rang. Perplexed, he ascended the 
Stairs, afraid for a brief moment. His parents wouldn’t have 
heard it, so the weight fell on him. Looking out the side 
window, he was startled to find his boyfriend. Quickly 
punching in the security code, he opened the door. “Dom, 
what are you doing here?” 

The jock didn’t answer, crossing the threshold. “...Would it 
be okay, if | stayed over tonight?” 

He thought the answer to such a question was a given. 
Turning, he motioned Dom to follow, descending the stairs 
into his room. “What’s the matter?” 

“Nothing, | just...” They were in Damion’s room, and the 
goth shut and locked the door. He slowly, hesitantly pulled 
Damion into an embrace. “I just wanted to see you...” 

“What...” The arms tightened as Dom realized how much 
he needed the contact, and eventually the jock was holding 
him fiercely, trying to banish the thoughts and memory of 
another touching him. The intimacy left Damion speechless. 

Finally, “I love you,” the jock managed. 

Damion pulled back slightly; Dom seemed distant, far off, 
and wouldn’t meet his gaze. “What’s wrong?” 

The jock avoided the question, noting the garbling TV. 
“I’m really sorry about, you know, waking you up and 
everything.” 

“|I wasn’t in bed yet.” 


“I just... Chance said he could take the guys home, and | 
just... | couldn’t go home.” Not tonight. 

This wasn’t making sense. “Did something happen at the 
party?” 

“No,” the jock lied uneasily, then turned his attention 
elsewhere. “Were you watching something?” 

“Headbanger’s Ball,” Damion affirmed offhand. Dom’s 
arms were solid, real, as if the jock were desperate just to 
touch him; with Dom avoiding questions, he didn’t know 
what to think. Finally he decided, “We could see what else is 
on...” 

Anything, but keep me in your arms. “Okay.” 
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As they lay together in bed that night, Damion pressed 
against Dom from behind, the goth couldn’t help but 
wonder, “Babe?” 

“Yeah?” He wasn’t sleeping either. 

“What happened... at the party?” 

A sigh. “They started teasing me about being a virgin. 
Terissa practically jumped me.” And James did. 

“Did you...” 

“No.” 

A pause; Damion’s mind still struggled in unease. “...Did 
they say anything about, y’know, me or... you?” 

He was calm, lax on the edge of sleep; he could talk now. 
“James kept taunting me... | finally just told him.” 

“What?” he jumped. 

“Nothing huge... He said | was gay, and | said, ‘So what if 
lam?’” 

Oh. “Do you think they'll remember what you said?” 

“I d’know... Most of ’em were drunk, but they were 
already giving me hell about hanging out with you, like it 
automatically means we're having sex... They were drunk.” 
Pausing, “...James is like us.” 

He considered this momentarily, eyes wavering. “I know.” 

It was Dom’s turn for surprise. “You knew?” 


A pensive gaze, his hands came to rest lightly on Dom’s 
around the jock’s waist. “Yeah... Sometimes you can just 
tell. He gives me too much hell for nothing to be straight.” 

He’d never thought about it that way. 

“He has to protect himself, you know. Like, if he yells at 
me enough he won’t be me. And nobody suspects him, so 
it’s win-win.” 

Damion knew more than he let on. “Why didn’t you tell 
me?” 

A half-shrug. He was playing with Dom’s fingers. “It’s not 
my secret.” 

He hadn’t given Damion enough credit; the goth was 
more compassionate than he seemed. 

“He’s still a fucking bastard.” 

And there was the shield. 

“How did you find out?” 

Dom held Damion’s hand in his, feeling the goth’s lips 
press his neck. A moment of memory, fear and panic flew 
through him. But this was Damion, not an attack. He 
repeated that to himself. This is Damion. | love him. “Just 
saw it, | guess.” 

Something had happened, Damion knew it; but he didn’t 
need to demand explanation. The jock would tell him when 
he was ready. Instead, the goth fell asleep with him in his 
hold, thankful for the closeness—he would guard Dom as 
the jock had guarded him. 

2K KKK 

Damion took Dom home early the next morning so as to 
avoid talking with his parents—both knew the goth could 
handle a ‘mind your own business’ conversation better than 
Dom if they had heard him come in last night, and if not, 
they didn’t need to know. Walking through the door, Dom 
found his mother sprawled on the couch like always. “How’s 
your bitch and his expensive ass car?” 

“He’s not my bitch.” 

“How’s your whore and his expensive ass car?” 


“He’s not my whore.” 

“How’s your vampire and his expensive ass car?” 
He gave up, shuffling to his room and closing the door. 

She smiled at his enervation—she’d won again. 
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“Damion.” 

The goth paused, turning from the microwave where a 
frozen burrito warmed. His father was at the counter, 
working on a crossword. 

“Can | talk to you for a minute?” 

“No.” 

He ignored it. “Your mother and | were talking about 
Christmas.” 

“No shit.” 

“Damion, don’t start... | think it would be best if we gave 
your mother a break.” 

“From what, life? She’s been checked out for four years, 
why would she need a break?” 

“Your mother’s been under a lot of stress lately. She’s 
really been having a hard time... Particularly with your 
behavior.” 

“You mean with me.” 

Why was he so difficult! “I think we all have problems this 
time of year, and your mother just has a bit more than us. 
Now, | think it might be best if | took her away for a few 
weeks.” 

Away from me. “So?” 

“We were thinking you might want to stay here—” 

What was your first clue? 

“—-and have Christmas here with Dom.” 

Christmas, alone, with Dom? 

“He could come stay out here with you. We’ll make up the 
guest room for him. You could even have his friends over if 
you wanted. How does that sound?” 

“When are you leaving?” 

“Wednesday.” 


“For how long? 
“Three weeks.” 

His outer façade was cold, stoic, while his inner truth 
jumped in excitement—an entire three weeks without them, 
with Dom. “Okay.” Grabbing his food out of the microwave, 
he turned and left. 


Chapter Twenty One 


That Monday Dom saw the true implications of the bomb 
he’d dropped Friday night. On the way to school Chance 
informed him uneasily of the conversation after he'd left, 
the majority along the lines of ‘cocksucker,’ ‘I always knew,’ 
and ‘No shit!” Some spoke out in protest. The jock had 
returned to find James still behind the barn, eyes dazed and 
disbelieving; he’d just sat there, staring past the few 
snowflakes that had begun to fall. Chance didn’t want to 
bother Dom with the details—he didn’t want his friend to 
know how much of a problem taking everyone home had 
turned out to be. The only sane one had been James, who 
sat in the passenger seat, staring out into the night. It 
unnerved him, seeing the aggressive jock so silent, almost 
passive; when pressed, he merely grunted, “Damn Jesus 
Freak.” 

“So... Why was James out behind the barn? There’s 
nothing out there.” 

“I know. He... wanted to show me something.” 

Chance paused, the idea suddenly startling. “Did he jump 
you?” 

Dom hesitated. A lie seemed better than the truth, but 
lying wouldn’t help anything. He decided upon half-truth. 
“Yeah... Something like that.” A stoplight. 

This was huge—James had hurt Dom, or tried to. Why 
hadn’t Dom told him that night? He would have slaughtered 
the jock, or at least roughed him up. Who did James think he 
was? It was bad enough taunted Dom at every opportunity; 
now he'd physically assaulted him. “lIl mess him up so bad, 
| swear to God—” 

“Don’t worry about it, Chance. I’m okay.” 

“That kid thinks he can do whatever the hell he feels like 
and I’m sick of it!” 


“Look, don’t make a big deal about it.” He didn’t want the 
truth to get out. “James has his own problems.” 

Green light. “God, Dom! The guy jumped you, and I’m not 
Supposed to care? He could be arrested for it, and you just 
want me to forget it ever happened?” 

“James has his own problems.” 

“Screw James’ problems!” 

“It’s fine.” 

“No it’s not! Unless there’s something you’re not telling 
me—” 

“I'm fine!” 

Why the interjection? “You are telling me the truth, aren’t 
you?” 

“1...” He didn’t want to do this. “...Yes... | just...” 

Dom was lying—he saw it written plain on his frustrated 
features. Dom was lying to him. Again. “What really 
happened?” 

“I... James just... just jumped me.” 

“...And?” 

“And that’s all that happened.” 

A pause. “Fine.” If that’s how he wanted to play it. Chance 
couldn’t help but wonder if he’d told Damion what 
happened. Told Damion, and not him. 
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In Pre-Calculus, Dom sat in his normal seat. Michael, Jake 
and Brian chose to sit farther up, putting several desks 
between them and him. In a matter of seconds, Dom knew 
something was wrong; they glanced back at him with 
mocking smiles, laughing to themselves. Finally Jake rose, 
approaching him with obvious disdain. The others followed. 

“So Sal, tell us how it is, being on the Freak’s leash.” 

Shit. He acted blasé; the other kids were watching, and 
Mr. Garry wasn’t there yet. “I don’t know what you're talking 
about.” 

“Sure you do,” Michael remarked offhand, sitting on the 
desk in front of him. “I hear you’ve been sleeping with him.” 


He saw the reaction on the faces of others. “I’m not 
sleeping with him.” 

Brian, talking big, “That’s not what the Freak said.” 

Anger. “You leave Damion out of this! He’s got enough 
crap without you assholes breathing down his neck all the 
time.” 

Apparently this was funny. “Damn,” Jake laughed, “You 
really are Its bitch, aren’t you.” 

“Maybe he’s holding the chain,” Michael interjected. “You 
got the Freak trained?” 

“He’s not a freak, and I’m not sleeping with him!” 

More laughter. “Sure y’are, Sal. Everyone knows you're a 
cocksucker.” 

What? “Shut up!” 

“Oh, now he’s mad...” 

“You gonna sick the Freak on me?” 

“Gentlemen!” Mr. Garry interrupted, standing just inside 
the door. He didn’t look concerned until he saw the target of 
their jokes. “What is going on?” 

The jocks backed off. “Nothin’, Garry,” Michael assured 
offhand. “Just talkin’ is all.” 

“Fucking cocksucker,” Brian growled, just loud enough for 
Dom, and others around him, to hear. Jake and Michael 
Suppressed a laugh; Dom nearly cursed aloud in surprise. 
What the hell had he done? 
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He was thankful when the goth picked him up at lunch. 
Milo’s was decided upon, like always. The jock couldn’t 
understand Damion’s obsession with the place—maybe he 
just loved the pizza, which was exceptional. He decided not 
to tell his boyfriend about what had happened that morning. 
It would only make Damion angry. 

“What are you doing for Christmas?” the goth began, 
dumping parmesan atop his Canadian bacon slice. 

A shrug. “I usually spend it at Chance’s—his mom makes 
the best turkey.” 


Sidestepping the issue of Chance, “My parents are going 
out of town for a few weeks, and my dad thinks it’s best if | 
don’t go. Apparently my mom ‘needs as break.’ Can’t take 
me anymore or something... They left it open if you wanna 
come stay out there with me.” 

He paused, contemplating life with Damion for a few 
weeks. “Sure. When are they leaving?” 

“Wednesday. For three weeks.” 

“They don’t waste time, do they?” 

“Not when it means getting away from me.” 

“Is it really that bad?” 

“My mom always gets weird around this time of year. I’m 
just as much of an ass as always.” Except that | hit her, he 
wanted to say. But he didn’t. 

Dom wondered why his boyfriend couldn’t simply lay off 
for a while, give her a break; but maybe that was his way of 
getting even. “Chance can probably give me a ride out after 
basketball. When are they leaving?” 

“Around five.” 

The nervous tension began in Dom’s gut, rising to his 
chest, pushing the intrusive question out. “...What’d you do 
that’s so bad?” He’d seen Damion’s curtness towards them, 
but never enough to merit Christmas without their only son. 

“I... I’m just an ass.” He couldn’t admit the things that 
really happened, hitting his mother among them. “I mean, 
you know me.” For the first time in years Damion regretted 
his actions; when he was inadvertently held accountable to 
Dom, they didn’t seem as justified as he thought they were. 
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That afternoon Dom had weight training, his favorite class 
of the day. He knew James had Phys Ed the period before, 
and he usually saw him in the locker room in between; he 
intentionally arrived late, but it didn’t work—James had 
taken a shower and was extra long getting dressed. Thanks 
to Dom’s late arrival, he was the last one save James in the 
locker room. He hurried, trying to escape the empty 


concrete hutch before James had a chance to speak, or do 
anything else. 

“Sal.” 

Not fast enough. “What do you want, James.” He kept his 
back to the other, trying not to read too much into the looks 
he’d gotten from the other guys on their way out. 

The other approached him slightly, silently, holding back. 
He could tell Dom was watching him, ready to fight if he 
came too close. “Look... I’m... I’m sorry. About what 
happened Friday night.” 

Come again? “Sure. No problem.” He pulled a grey t-shirt 
over his head. 

The hesitant voice continued. “... | was drunk, y'know... | 
didn’t mean...” 

He turned. “What? You didn’t mean to beat me to the 
ground and hump me?” 

James felt the guilt creep into his throat, unnerving. Was 
he really doing this? “I... I’m sorry... | wasn’t thinking right.” 

“Look, James, I’m not worrying about it.” He threw his 
jeans into the locker. “You were drunk, | get it. Just stop 
bashing me for something you are too.” 

Right. “...Don’t tell anybody, 'kay?” He could not meet 
Dom’s gaze. “I don’t want...” 

“You don’t want the other guys to bash you.” 

“T...Yeah...” He had a good point, and James felt it closely. 
Sitting wearily on a bench, he conceded, “...Sorry...” 

Looking down on the defeated jock, Dom couldn’t help 
but feel a pang of pity at his situation; he was in a difficult 
place. It didn’t make him any less frustrating, but it helped 
to understand. “Look, James... If you ever need to talk, 
y’know... I’m here.” 

If that wasn’t a fag comment, he didn’t know what was; 
all the same, it was comforting. Dom had given him a 
second chance at friendship, and that’s what mattered. “... 
Thanks.” Looking up at the clock, “I better get going.” 

“Alright. See you.” 


“Yeah.” 


Chapter Twenty Two 


Wednesday afternoon, Dom brought his bag over to 
Damion’s house, a sense of security arising in stepping 
through the door of the Adrik house—he was safe here, 
away from the hassles of Jake and James and his mother. 
Here he could love Damion, and that ensured everything for 
him. No matter what, he had Damion. 

Mr. Adrik lugged his wife’s suitcases down the stairs and 
out to the driveway where the Escalade was already 
running. Mrs. Adrik bustled to where the two boys stood at 
the base of the staircase, boldly leaning in to hug her son; 
amazingly, Damion tolerated it. 

“I love you honey,” she smiled. Dom noted how beautiful 
her smile actually was—he’d only ever seen it sparked out 
of nervousness or relief. This seemed simply happy. “You 
take good care of him now, Dom,” the woman continued, 
checking her purse to ensure everything was there. “There’s 
food in the fridge and Damion has his credit card. Our cell 
phone number’s on the counter, and the resort number. 
We'll call you when we get there.” 

Mr. Adrik joined her side, keys jangling. “Are you ready, 
dear?” 

“I’m coming.” 

He smiled comfortably at the boys. “You two have fun. 
Our numbers are on the counter.” 

“We'll be fine,” Dom assured, placing a hand innocuously 
on his boyfriend’s shoulder. 

Mr. Adrik checked his pocket for the plane tickets; “Just 
don’t tear up the house too bad.” 

Damion’s face remained stoic, but Dom displayed his 
appreciation of the jest. “We’ll do our best.” 

“Well, dear, we’ve got to get going—the plane leaves in 
two hours.” 


“Alright,” she sighed, rechecking her purse. “I think | have 
everything.” 

“Whether you do or not, we’re going.” Her husband made 
for the door, coaxing her out. “See you boys in a few weeks. 
Damion, behave yourself.” 

“Fuck off.” 

And on that note, his parents were out the door. 
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The pair stood at the bottom of the staircase until they 
heard the Escalade pull out and fade onto the road, 
exchanging glances. “Behave yourself,” Dom taunted. 

“Yeah, go shove it,” the goth returned, ambling towards 
the kitchen. Dom followed silently, and Damion opened the 
metallic fridge, artificial light blending with the sun’s 
flooding through an open window above the sink to create a 
sort of golden glow on Damion’s features. Tempted, Dom 
pulled behind him, slipping his arms around the other's 
waist. Damion relaxed into the hold. 

“You're wearing white,” the jock commenting, noting the 
goth’s A-shirt. 

He shifted, growling, “Everything else was dirty.” 

Dom smirked. “Sure.” The closeness brought to mind the 
advantages of having the house completely to themselves. 
Sliding his hands into Damion’s pockets, he reminded, 
“Three weeks. Alone.” 

“Can | eat first?” he growled. “I can’t fuck you in the 
fridge.” 

Dom pulled away, much to the other’s disappointment. “l 
got you something.” 

Turning with a Pepsi and leftover Italian food, he looked 
confused, moving to the counter. “What?” 

Digging in a side pocket of his pants, Dom produced a 
small black case. He opened it and pulled out the contents, 
holding it out for Damion’s inspection: a solid, metallic ring, 
undetailed and unflawed. Damion took it up, and a wave of 
confusion over washed his mind—what did it mean? 


“I guess... | thought... It looked like something, you’d 
like,” Dom explained, seeing concern darken his boyfriend’s 
brow. 

The goth did like it; but what did it mean? 

Dom hoped he hadn’t overstepped some hidden 
boundary. Softly, he stepped closer to the goth, whose 
astute eyes inspected the ring in his open palm. “Damion, 
koes 

What did it mean?’ 

“I thought...” He placed his hands at the other’s sides, 
allowing for space between them. “...1 d’know... | thought...” 

“...You love me.” 

Surprised, Dom affirmed, “You know I do.” 

Commitment. The ring meant commitment. “You really 
love me.” 

The goth’s surprise was strangely amusing. “I wouldn’t be 
here if | didn’t.” 

“Are you asking...?” The question was hesitant, 
disbelieving. 

Dom skirted it, stating confidently, “I’m asking if you'll 
trust me. Let me love you.” 

The goth wouldn’t meet his gaze. 

Leaning in, Dom pressed a kiss to the pensive lips. “I love 
you. Trust me.” And the smallest smile crept upon Damion’s 
features, intangible, yet present. He realized he could. He 
could trust Dom. Completely. Maybe he already had. He’d 
put the ring on a chain, and wear it; he would do this. “Okay. 
But I’m still eating first.” 
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Later that night Dom found the Christmas decorations 
Mrs. Adrik had left in the coat closet. An idea began forming 
in his mind, and Friday night, as they sat in on the massive 
couch watching a movie, Damion resting comfortably 
against the other, Dom decided, “We’re putting up the 
Christmas stuff.” 

“What?” 


“We're putting up that stuff your mom left in the closet. 
You know, the lights and the tree.” He guessed it had been 
years since Damion truly had any holiday spirit. “It’s 
Supposed to snow tonight, so we can just do it around the 
house.” 

“Decorate?” he laughed. “We're not that gay.” 

“Very funny,” Dom accommodated. “I’m not saying like 
pull a Martha Stewart or anything, but there’s a Christmas 
tree in there, and lights...” 

“A Christmas tree?” He didn’t particularly like this idea. 

“Sure. Maybe Chance can come out here and help us, too. 
It'll be fun.” 

“Like hell. Chance isn’t coming over here.” 

“You know, you two would really get along if you just 
tried.” 

“Why is that?” 

“You both want to castrate James, for one.” 

“Why does he hate James?” 

“Cause he thinks James is an ass.” 

“And you don’t?” 

It was a hard question, and not one Dom could answer. 
.... SO how about tomorrow? You me and Chance.” 

Damion considered this. “...1 guess it'd be okay. But I’m 
not making cookies or any shit like that.” 

At that moment, the phone rang. 

“Got it,” Damion leaned forward, snatching the white 
cordless off the table. He pressed the talk button and 
brought it to his ear. “Wha’d’you want?” 

Dom looked over—Damion’s smile had dropped. “Who is 
it?” he asked. 

The goth ignored him and rose, moving to the dining hall. 
His face was stone, voice vicious. “...l killed him... Yeah, I’m 
eating his organs right now...” 

Dom’s face lost a bit of color; what was going on? 

A pause, then, “No. No! Dad—” Suddenly his tone 
changed. “...What the hell do you want?” 


Dom paused the movie and sat up, listening; the goth’s 
voice was cold, but lacking his usual bite. 

“It doesn’t matter. What do you want?” 

A slight pause. 

In an instant, the goth’s face drained. His voice took a 
razor sharp quality as he said, “No,” and hung up. 

Dom rose, concerned. “Damion...” 

He heard Dom’s voice as if underwater; he didn’t want 
this to be happening, not when Dom was here, not when 
things were so good. He didn’t want to deal with this, but he 
couldn’t stop himself. Dropping the phone, he moved toward 
the kitchen. He couldn’t feel, couldn’t hear. 

“Damion?” Dom followed his path. The goth made for the 
garage. “...Damion?” He wasn’t responding, like his was 
deaf. “Damion!” 

He entered the garage in silence, and he knew he was 
disengaging from reality, but he couldn’t help it. His 
mother’s voice had tripped it, and now he wasn’t sure how 
to find himself again; at least, not without blood. 

Dom stepped through the garage door to see Damion 
standing before his father’s toolbox in the dark; the only 
light came from blinded windows. Approaching, he felt the 
goth’s distance. “Damion...” 

He took a deep breath, staring at his father’s retractable 
blade; he’d use it sometimes, when he wanted to inflict 
serious damage. “I... I’m going to cut myself... my arms,” he 
forced, making himself pause and speak to Dom. 

The jock saw the look in Damion’s eye—he didn’t really 
want to hurt himself, but he needed it. “Why?” 

He picked up the knife, sliding the blade out, seeing it 
gleam in the pale light of winter. “My dad made me talk to 
my mom... He made me tell her.” 

“What? What did you have to tell her?” Dom hung back, 
giving the goth his space. 

He was so close, so close to release; all he needed was to 
press blade to skin. “She gets... confused.” 


“About what?” 

He tried to ignore it, these past few days; he didn’t want 
to feel like something was beyond his control. He hadn’t 
seen his blood in nine days, longer than he’d gone in 
months. His body missed the chemicals, the rush of 
mutilation. He missed the feel of his own blood. “...About 
Adi... The doctors said it was stress, and she... forgets...” 

The information slid into Dom’s reality. 

“She thinks he’s still alive, sometimes...” 

“Is that why she wanted to talk to you?” 

“Yeah. My dad doesn’t like telling her, so he gets me to.” 

Dom took a deep breath, trying to find a solution to this; 
then he caught sight of something in the corner. “C’mon.” 

The sudden active tone caught Damion’s attention—he 
looked up to find Dom moving towards a box of Adi’s sports 
equipment. His father still liked to keep things maintained, 
just in case Damion ever took interest. The goth watched his 
boyfriend grab a basketball from the top. 

Dom had seen the relatively new hoop above the garage 
doors and never really understood it; then the truth about 
the accident surfaced, and it made sense. “Let’s shoot 
hoops,” he offered, giving the ball an experimental toss. 

Damion was confused. “...| don’t play...” 

Dom threw it to him, and the goth caught it with one 
hand. “Looks like you could.” 

Damion stood between everything he’d ever known and 
believed in, and a basketball; a retractable blade and his 
boyfriend’s smiling face. Why was he always smiling? The 
knife was so utterly familiar, the rush of mutilation a safety, 
the only thing that felt right. 

But he’d given his knife to Dom. It was no longer just 
himself in this: Dom was in the cycle now, and had thrown a 
wrench in it. He couldn’t just shut down, cut himself, then 
wait for it to happen again. 

Dom’s mind soared when the goth slowly set the knife 
down and took a step forward, throwing the basketball back 


—“Let’s see what you got.” 
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It turned out Damion was not so utterly unskilled as he 
advertised—he was fast, and that worked to the goth’s 
advantage. By the end of the night, with Dom’s help, he was 
giving the jock a run for his money. 

Damion was startled to find that, as the hours wore on, as 
his body worked something other than malice, the ache in 
his gut and urge to cut slowly dissipated. When he was only 
thinking of Dom’s next move, he had no time to process 
that he was missing mutilation. It was a good feeling, and 
he wondered why it hadn’t happened before. 

As they entered the house, Dom set the basketball by the 
door in hopes this wouldn’t be the last time they played. 

Damion saw it, offering a small smile. Then, “I think I’m 
gonna take a smoke,” he remarked casually. 

Dom recognized the phrase—it meant weed. It irked him, 
but it was better than cutting; at least the goth wasn’t 
bleeding for release. Acquiescing, he asked, “Just do it up 
here, okay?” 

Damion understood. Dom trusted him, but he needed to 
know the goth was safe. So he agreed, then disappeared 
into his lair. 

Dom was sitting out on the back porch when he heard the 
Sliding glass door open behind him. The goth emerged, 
lighter and stash in hand, and sat down next to him. The sky 
was partially clouded, revealing only patches of stars, and 
Dom wondered how Damion could be so comfortable in only 
a tank top—the jock had grabbed a letterman jacket against 
the cold. 

“You Okay?” the goth asked, sitting next to him on a 
reclining wrought-iron chair. The porch light created a 
golden backing. 

Dom glanced over, eyes vague. “Yeah...” He watched 
Damion roll his drugs with quiet reserve; the goth was about 


to light up when Dom interrupted, forcing his thoughts 
forward. “Wait.” 

The goth did, looking over with attention. 

Dom leaned forward slightly, trying to present his 
thoughts. “...Do you think... Could you tell me, when you 
want to cut?” 

It was frightening, letting someone know when he was in 
pain. He’d done it today because he couldn’t do anything 
else; at least, that’s how it felt at the time. 

“It doesn’t have to mean l'Il stop you—! know it’s gonna 
be hard.... But... Just promise me, you'll let me know?” And 
don’t ever cut in front of me—ever. Dom wasn’t sure he 
could handle it, and he didn’t want to try. 

Soberly, the goth agreed, “Okay.” 

“Even if I’m not here,” Dom pressed; this was important. 
“Call me, or wait till | get there?” 

Damion nodded softly. 

“I don’t care if I’m in the middle of class, or at a game. 
Call Chance’s phone, and he'll find me.” 

Dom’s form was lit slightly from behind, and the 
heaviness of the conversation made Damion wish he was 
already high. 

“Promise me?” This was important. A promise was 
binding, solid, real. He wanted to hear this while Damion 
was sober and clearheaded, and knew what he was doing. 
This needed to be concrete. 

And the goth understood. “I promise.” 

Dom desperately hoped this would hold: watching his 
boyfriend light up, slip into a high, he hoped he wouldn't fall 
through. 
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It turned out that Chance could not come on Saturday, 
though he offered a ride to Dom for the basketball game 
Saturday night. Dom accepted—he was playing, a starter— 
and Damion would stay at home, pretending to be 


disappointed; they both knew if he showed up at one of 
Dom’s games, it would really get people talking. 

So the two ended up decorating by themselves. Or, 
rather, Dom ended up decorating by himself. Damion 
offered half-hearted encouragement and lunch; he was also 
designated to assemble the Christmas tree while Dom put 
up lights around the entry hall and outside. It seemed the 
Adriks only believed in white lights, but they look good, 
tacked up around the massive outer doorway arch. Damion 
came out just as the job was finished, meeting him on the 
threshold—the goth had recovered since last night. 

“Thanks,” Damion pressed a kiss to the other’s mouth. “It 
looks great.” 

Dom accommodated willingly, and Damion pulled him 
back into the entryway; Dom recognized the mischievous 
glint in his eye. 

“You know you're not sleeping tonight,” the goth teased, 
kissing him again. 

“I thought that was New Years.” 

“It’s Christmas Break. We can sleep in...’ Lips pressed 
against his, hesitant, and he provoked them further, 
thinking he had the upper hand. 

Suddenly Dom seized the goth’s sides, making him jolt 
into laughter. 

“Stop—” he attempted, but Dom kept coming, tickling 
him until he was rolling on the floor, “Stop!” But his plea 
was lost amid a cascade of laughter. 
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Chance walked up the steps, and, seeing the door open, 
walked in. 

Just in time to see Damion Adrik rolling on the floor, 
nearly peeing his pants in laughter. Damion saw him, and 
attempted to inform Dom through his laughter, “Cha—” 
more laughter, “Chance—” Dom was relentless. 

“What?” 

Finally he got a gasp in—“Chance!” 


Dom glanced back with a smile and saw his best friend 
looking rather sheepish and amused. “Oh!” He rose 
instantly, leaving Damion on the floor. “Sorry, Chance.” 

The goth rose, trying to recover his dignity. “Yeah... 
Sorry.” 

An awkward moment descended among them—Chance 
didn’t know what to say, and Dom didn’t either. Finally he 
opted, “I’m gonna go get my stuff,” he retreated down to 
Damion’s lair. 

Once he was gone, Damion moved into the living space 
that opened onto the central area where Chance stood; 
picking up the remnants of the faux tree, he seemed to be 
happy—the smile hadn’t faded. 

Chance noticed, “You and Dom... You get along okay.” It 
was a spoken epiphany, as if commending the goth. 

Damion continued to smile. “Yeah.” 

His smile brought to mind the information Chance had 
recently acquired—Damion lost a brother. That’s why he 
wasn’t happy. “Look, Damion... | heard about, y'know... your 
brother.” 

Damion stopped short—in an instant, fire seared through 
his eyes. “What?” 

And seeing that fire, Chance hung back; had he gone too 
far? “I... | was there, when Dom found the article... I’m 
sorry.” 

The goth took slight comfort in that his boyfriend did not 
directly tell Chance about Adi, but the sudden knowledge 
caught him off guard. His instant reaction was the defensive 
—it was another ‘Oh-God-Damion’ pity party. But connecting 
gazes, the goth found only empathy in Chance’s eyes; 
empathy and an apology. And the ever-present fear. “I...” He 
didn’t know what to say. “... Thanks.” 

Dom emerged, bag slung over his shoulder. “Ready?” 

The goth met them at the door, pulling Dom to him with a 
kiss. “I love you,” he offered earnestly. 


“Love you too,” the jock returned, giving his hand a 
squeeze. “See you tonight.” And with that they were out the 
door. 

As gravel crunched under the Subaru’s tires, a thought 
came into Chance’s mind, completely unexpected—when 
Damion told Dom, ‘I love you,’ could he mean it? 


Chapter Twenty Three 


That night, left to his own devices in an empty house, 
Damion had time to seriously consider his relationship with 
Chance. The jock had caught him off guard, talking about 
Adi. Why hadn’t Dom told him that Chance knew? It 
suddenly presented a situation he avoided all along— 
Chance barely knew him and had access to the deepest 
details of his life; though if he truly examined it, the real 
reason he kept Adi to himself was because of his memories 
—if anyone knew the memories, they would know him and 
how weak he was. He could still hear the patter of rain on 
metal, the shattering of glass and Adi’s scream. That 
scream still woke him from nightmares; it was the one detail 
no one, not even Dom, could ever truly know. The scream 
was the hardest to remember, and those nightmares were 
the worst. 

But Chance did not know this. He only knew Damion had 
lost a brother—did Chance have brothers?—and that it must 
have affected him somehow. Chance hadn’t asked to see 
the innermost part of him; he’d simply sympathized with the 
loss. 

An idea materialized in the goth’s mind. Grabbing his 
keys, he made for the door. 

2K KKK 

Damion emerged from Blockbuster with a slight sense of 
accomplishment—he’d gotten enough movies to last them 
the next two weeks, most of which he’d bought. Some were 
action as Dom, and Chance, liked, and some were horror; 
Dom had sat through more than one horror film with him, 
though the jock wasn’t particularly fond of them. It was one 
more thing he appreciated about Dom. 

His next stop was the high school. He’d never admit it, 
but he actually wanted to see Dom play. Sports were a part 
of his boyfriend’s life, and Damion wanted to be a part of 


that part, whether his reputation suffered or not. But as he 
reached the parking lot and pulled in, he noted a silver 
Dodge Tacoma pull in behind him. And Damion knew that 
truck—it was Jake. 

He tried to quell the unease of fear. Jake was probably just 
going to the game, like him. He could deal with it. After all, it 
was a well-lit parking lot, and once he parked, he could get 
inside and be fine. The jock wouldn’t dare try anything in a 
gym full of parents and teachers. He pulled in to his regular 
spot on the left. The fringes of the parking lot were steeped 
in darkness, and the lights above cast circles into sharp 
relief, leaving the rest to the night. The lot was still; the 
second half of the game had begun already. 

He applied the emergency brake and pulled the keys from 
the ignition. The Tacoma had pulled up behind him, right on 
his bumper, and headlights glared in his rearview mirror— 
what a fuck. Damion lit a cigarette, his rage igniting with the 
paper. If Jake wanted to play this game, he would play it. He 
just wished he had his knife. He stepped out into the night. 

“Hey, look boys, it’s the Freak,” a loud voice greeted. 

Damion moved out of the blinding glare of the headlights 
—jocks were piling out of the truck, four of them, and it 
sounded as if a couple had been drinking; one still had a 
beer bottle in hand. 

Shit. “What the hell do you want?” he growled, taking a 
drag of his cigarette and attempting to look confident. 

They came towards him, the headlights morphing the 
figures into laughing silhouettes; he counted Jake, Michael, 
Bennet and James. “Just thought we’d stop and say hi,” Jake 
smiled. 

“Wanted to know if you're still taking business,” Michael 
added. They’d formed a sort of ring, trapping him. 

“Not from you,” the goth snapped back. Bennet was 
getting too close. 

“Naw,” drawled Jake. Hands grabbed the goth, and he 
tried to break free—“You have your hands full with that 


cocksucker boyfriend of yours.”—Damion threw a punch, 
fighting, Bennet had his arms, they were laughing as 
Michael pummeled him, Freak faggot trash piece of shit 
—“How much for a blow job?” a voice taunted, he was 
spinning around shoved from one jock to the other in the 
carousel of voices and they all melded into one— 

“Cocksucker,” 

“Fucking fairy,” 

“Freak,” 

“Faggot,” 

“Shit,” 

“Whore,” 

He landed on the pavement with a crash, his stomach 
hurt, his wrist throbbed. He was on his knees, panting. He 
couldn’t do this. Where was everybody? 

“Be my whore, fairy,” Jake’s solid voice commanded. 

“Bet he wants it,” another voice echoed. 

“Bet he’s wanted in your pants the whole time.” 

“You want in my pants, Freak?” Jake hissed—there was a 
car behind the goth, he couldn’t back up. Jake was 
unzipping his pants, “Suck my cock, bitch.” 

This couldn’t be happening couldn’t be happening 
couldn't be happening— 

“Too bad Dom’s not here,” 

“Fucking fairy,” 

“Too bad your brother’s not here.” 

Damion’s mind stopped dead. 

Did... Did Bennet just say... 

“Th'Freak’s got a brother?” Jake questioned—it halted his 
actions. 

“Yeah—some Adi freak.” 

Damion’s gut bottomed out. He couldn’t breathe—this 
can’t be happening this can’t be happening no one knew no 
this can’t “The Freak’s got a brother?” no NO “Some football 
player.” The jokes continued, Freak fucking worthless shit 
trash Adi the scream “Too bad he’s not here,” “Was he a 


cocksucker like you?” Adi was his Adi the scream faggot 
pussy bitch cocksucker Freak “Too bad he’s not here” a 
punch too bad he’s not here cocksucker faggot whore the 
scream— 

Jake had ceased his actions but the punches rolled and 
they kicked him down, “Piece a’ shit,” one pair beat and the 
other laughed and James was on the outer ring saying 
nothing. 

“Cocksucker,” 

“Too bad,” 

“Where’s Dom now?” 

“Where’s your fucking brother?” 

The explosion was building the scream the scream God 
make it stop might have saved your fairy ass worthless 
trash fucking bitch cocksucker pussy fairy whore Freak trash 
bitch freak— 

“NO!” he shrieked, bursting from the ring, tripping to the 
car. The engine revved, the tires squealed. In an instant he 
was gone. 

James felt sick. 

KKK K 

The car flew down the road, the names, all the slurs 
racing faster than his heartbeat—worthless stupid whore fag 
fairy cocksucker they were in his he head, he couldn’t 
escape he was going too fast speed racing adrenaline and 
he knew it, just wanted to die, not exist, God he wanted to 
die. 
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The Magnates won the game 12-4, and Chance and Dom 
were halfway out to the car, joking and laughing, when Dom 
noticed a silver Dodge parked in the back corner of the lot, 
partially visible under a dim lot lamp. The headlights 
beamed into the dark night in front of it, and several bodies 
could be seen standing around. 

“That’s Jake’s truck,” Dom noted, a slight unease settling 
in his stomach, for what, he did not know. 


“Wonder what he’s doing all the way out there...” 

Dom hesitated in the darkness, and then, “Come on,” he 
decided; the jocks were sitting right at Damion’s usual 
parking spot, and it made him uneasy. “Come on, | want to 
know what they’re doing.” 

Chance accommodated, jogging to catch up with his 
friend in the parking lot now filling with fans and players on 
their way home. None of them seemed to notice the two 
boys treading further into the night. 

As they drew closer, a chorus of hoots met them. 

“Hey, it’s the Freak’s bitch!” 

“Well whadaya know.” 

“Two in one night, boys—that’s a record!” 

“What the hell are they talking about?” Dom muttered to 
his friend. Chance shrugged. “What’s going on?” 

Michael stumbled forward to greet them as the others 
continued to joke and laugh. “Hey how’s it goin’ Sal?” 

“What’s going on?” Dom repeated coldly. 

“Psh, you missed it,”—he was obviously buzzed, if not 
intoxicated. “Your bitch was here—got real beat up, too.” He 
laughed. “He waz all, ‘leave me alone,’ fucking freak.” 

Dom panicked. “You did what!” 

“He’s a real piece of shit, you know that?” 

“What did you do!” 

“We beat him around,” an uncertain voice came from the 
left: James. He looked uncomfortable. “We beat him around, 
and he drove off.” 

“What!” 

“Yeah—waz funny,” Michael put in. “He’s probably goin’ 
t’make the voodoo dolls.” 

Dom burst forward, grabbing James by the collar, “What 
the hell did you say to him!” 

“1...” the jock looked shocked. “We... just some names, 
y’know...teasin’ him about you, and his brother—” 

“His brother?” 

“Oh shit,” Chance breathed. 


Dom stood unmoving for a moment, silent, headlights 
illuminating only half his face. Finally, “Get in the car.” 

Chance, “What?” 

Dom turned, knowledge and pain in his eyes. “Get in the 
goddamn car!” 

Chance jumped, moving towards his car ten yards away, 
sensing Dom’s urgency. The pair slid in, and James stood 
frozen for a moment, on the bridge of two worlds. 
Swallowing the uncertainty, he leapt towards the Subaru 
and slid into the back seat, startling Chance. “What the hell 


“I’m coming too.” 

“Get—” 

“Just go!” Dom barked, panic growing every minute— 
Damion would hurt himself, he knew Damion would hurt 
himself. There were other knives in the house, and the goth 
knew it. He would hurt himself, who knew how much. Dom 
had seen what controlled, cold precision could do—if 
Damion wasn’t in control, didn’t know what he was doing... 
Dear God, please keep him safe—keep him safe till | get 
there. He didn’t know James in the back seat or Chance’s 
hands on the wheel or the tense silence. His head 
reverberated with the one thought, one essential desire, one 
need. Keep him safe, keep him safe for me. 

The car parked in the driveway, and Dom burst forth, 
mounting the steps two at a time. Chance was close after 
him, unsure of anything but Dom’s sense of panic. The front 
door was open, and Dom’s stomach fell—Damion wasn’t in 
control. The house was dark, but they heard a voice, raging 
shrieking roaring, and there was glass shattering on the 
second level. Dom leapt up the staircase, needing to get to 
that voice, what was happening, he found the door, the 
voice, and he crossed the threshold— 

Dom leapt at the goth, barely recognizing the sight of 
blood and shattered glass and the black-handled knife 
clutched desperately in his fingers. The goth struggled, 


fought, Please God, the knife was out of his hands, was on 
the floor. Dom fought for control— 

“LET ME GO!” the goth shrieked, writhing in his arms, but 
Dom held on, held on so tight, so hard, he wouldn’t let go. 
Tears fell from the goth’s anguished face as rage and fear 
and pain manifested into physical convulsions; he was 
sobbing in Dom’s arms. Slowly Dom brought him down to sit 
on the floor. 

Chance stood on the threshold. 

The room was a bedroom, and it was in pieces. Shattered 
picture frame glass lay as water over the carpeted floor; the 
one lamp that wasn’t broken glowed with a sickly gold light, 
making the shards dance like jewels. Blood had fallen onto 
the carpet, some patches more substantial than the rest. 
The pictures were of a boy, a teenager; he was always 
smiling. Trophies, some on the floor and some still on the 
Shelves, were from every possible competition—soccer, 
football, basketball, track, Key Club, Honor Roll, MVP, 
science fairs; it almost didn’t seem possible. A bed lay on 
the far side of the room, blue and white plaid covers 
perfectly folded. 

The goth sat hunched in Dom’s arms, sobbing. Chance 
didn’t know such weeping could be done in silence—with 
every sob his body convulsed, causing Dom’s arms to 
tighten around him. Both were stained with blood; the 
goth’s wounds ran deep—how deep?—and the crimson lethe 
flowed freely from many sources, arms, chest, and stomach. 
And wrists. 

Chance saw Dom appraising each wound, gauging its 
severity. At any moment he expected the other to tell him to 
do something, anything. How could anyone lose that much 
blood and be okay? Dom knew better than he did, though; 
surely if help were needed, Dom would ask. 

But his friend just sat there, holding Damion close. His 
arms held Damion so close, so tight, as if he would never let 


go. In a gentle epiphany, Chance realized—this was Adi’s 
room. 

It was all too personal, too deep. Resigning himself to be 
a spectator, he slowly turned and descended the stairs. 
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James entered just as Chance came down. He’d been 
sitting out in the car, unsure what to do—the two had 
bolted, flown into the house, saying nothing to their 
passenger. But then again, he wasn’t exactly invited. 

Why had Dom panicked like that? Surely Damion was 
okay—it’s not like they shot him or anything. What could the 
goth possibly do? A small smile came to his face as he 
imagined Damion murdering somebody; he wouldn’t put it 
past him. In fact, he wouldn’t be surprised if the goth was 
inside waiting with a gun. 

Finally he decided—he’d come this far, and he would 
follow through. Sliding out of the car, he walked through the 
Freak’s front door. 

Chance saw him halfway down the stairs, but his head 
was spinning in a slow rush, and he could not deal with any 
more—he still saw Damion, knife in hand, fighting Dom, 
trying to slit his own wrists. Would he have stabbed Dom? 
Would he have killed himself? It was more than Chance 
could ever digest. 

He ignored the other standing in the entryway and sat 
down on a couch, placing overwhelmed head in hands as he 
had that first day at Ming Chinese. 

Sensing Chance’s restless resignation, James took a seat, 
feeling strangely resolved. 
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Half an hour later James saw Dom at the top of the stairs. 
As the quarterback descended, James identified what Dom 
held in his arms. 

“Holy shit,” James breathed—there was so much blood. 

His words alerted Chance, who turned and stood, seeing 
Dom and saying nothing. His best friend was carrying a 


sleeping goth with seeming effortlessness; he didn’t know 
Damion was that light. 

Dom noted the other two looking at him as if expecting an 
answer, but he had none. As he reached the bottom of the 
stair, he said, “You better go.” 

The dead tone only resolved Chance more. “I’m staying.” 

James said nothing. 

Dom couldn’t argue—he was tired and dazed and angry 
and overwhelmed. He turned and made for Damion’s lair, 
not even caring if the others were behind them. 

Chance turned on the light, and Dom laid the sleeping 
form gently on the bed; he had to force himself to let go. 
Standing at the bedside, he had a chance to see Damion, 
simply to look. The wounds weren't overly deep; blood had 
created a worse portrayal than reality. The cuts were severe 
—almost dangerous—but the knife wasn’t sharp enough. 
That, at least, was a blessing. At least he hadn’t used the 
retractable blade. 

Dom sensed the two standing behind him, waiting; self- 
consciousness crept upon him, noticing his stained shirt and 
arms. Turning, “There’s TV, and pool in the next room,” he 
gestured wearily, “And the phone’s on the dresser, if you 
need to call.” Making for the bathroom, he added to Chance, 
“Tell me if he wakes up.” 
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The hot water was incredible, flowing over muscled skin; 
his mind worked now, in the steam of the shower. Damion’s 
cuts would heal on their own, he no longer worried too much 
about that. After all, he’d seen the goth’s scars, knew 
Damion could take whatever hell he unleashed on himself. 
What tormented him was the reality of the situation— 
Damion hurt himself. He’d promised not to, said he’d trust 
Dom and love him, at least wait for him before he did, yet 
nearly killed himself; had that knife been sharper, who 
knows what damage he might have done. The goth 
intentionally took a blade to his skin, knowing full well what 


Dom thought, how much it hurt his boyfriend to see that, 
the promise he’d made. The blood, the pain—Damion had 
chosen that. / promise. He’d promised, that night on the 
back porch. He’d promised, even if Dom wasn’t there, was 
at a game; he promised to call. 

But the team had jumped him, had beaten him around. 
Who knows what names they’d forced into his skull, the 
things they’d said about Adi? Dom had heard their jokes; 
never had he dreamed they would physically assault 
Damion. Then again, Dom had never been a factor before. 

And James. What was James doing here? With them? The 
utter shock in the jock’s eyes when Dom had brought 
Damion down was enough to make anyone pause—James 
blamed himself for what Damion did. He thought it was his 
fault. He didn’t know enough to realize it was Damion who 
did that to himself, that the goth chose to inflict such pain. It 
wasn’t James’ fault Damion looked like that. 

Surprising himself, Dom realized he was angry, 
overwhelmingly angry, with his boyfriend. He’d forced the 
jock to witness his self-destruction, forced Dom to stem the 
blood with his own hands, fill his nose with the smell, feel of 
it. The shock and adrenaline were wearing down, and Dom 
was left with only rage and pain—the goth broke his word; 
he hadn’t loved him enough. 

Turning off the water, he gave up on thinking. At least for 
tonight. 

He exited the bathroom and found Chance staring blankly 
at the TV, obviously digesting it all himself, and James sat 
mutely with his back against Damion’s closet. Sighing 
wearily, Dom ignored both, pulling back the sheets of the 
bed and slid in his side; he couldn’t bring himself to touch 
the goth or hold him, not in his unquenched ire. / promise. 
He blocked everything out, even James’ curious eyes, and 
fell asleep, not caring what the others might think. 


Chapter Twenty Four 


Dom awoke the next morning exhausted. It took him a 
moment to realize—the bed was empty. 

It didn’t concern him like it should have. Damion’s actions 
weren’t his business anymore; the goth had dictated that. / 
promise. The one thing he had held Damion accountable for, 
the one thing he had asked, destroyed. A promise was 
sacred, and seeing it broken hurt Dom to the core. His 
father had promised never to leave—he’d been a liar. John 
had promised to love his mother—he’d been a liar. His mom 
had promised never to drink again—she’d been a liar. 

And now Damion was the liar. 

Slowly Dom rose, sliding into his clothes; he wanted to 
talk to his boyfriend, to understand what had happened last 
night. Ascending the stairs, he searched dining hall, living 
room, and kitchen, all gray in the cold light of morning. In 
the kitchen he caught sight of his boyfriend. 

Damion was sitting out on the back porch in a wrought- 
iron chair, smoking in the harsh winter light, silver billowing 
from his silent lips. He seemed lax, and the glass bottle next 
to him was filled with smoked butts. How long had he been 
awake? 

Dom couldn’t take it any longer, he had to know—he had 
to know why Damion lied, why he had thrown away 
something so important to him. 

/ promise. 

Stepping through the heavy glass door, Dom was hit by 
the cold bite of winter air. 

Damion heard the glass door swoosh open and closed 
behind him, felt eyes light on his form, still half-naked and 
covered in blood. 

“Damion.” 

He didn’t respond. 


A deep breath—he was trying to control himself, give his 
boyfriend the benefit of the doubt. “Damion, talk to me.” 

No response. He continued to stare out at the bitter white 
landscape, smoke seeping from his lips. He’d woken to find 
the jock turned away, on his own side apart from him. It felt 
as though Dom had left him. A numbness engulfed his 
chest, a blank gray void—nothing mattered. Not even Dom. 
He was dead—not an angel, not alive. Dead. Even the goth’s 
eyes felt empty. 

“Are you Okay?” 

Hollow. 

Dom’s chest constricted in confusion and anger. “You 
promised me!” 

Eyes were dead, unresponsive. He didn’t care. 

Every moment of silence seemed to suck the life from 
Dom, sapping his strength. He was breaking. “I can’t do 
this.” 

Silent smoke. 

“I can’t take it anymore!” He was snapping, breaking; he 
couldn’t stop himself. “I won’t sit here and watch you bleed 
to death!” 

Nothing. 

“Damn it, Damion, say something!” 

Two lives hung in the balance, two fates; Damion couldn’t 
even feel it. Without a word, he pressed the burning end of 
his cigarette to his arm, scorching the sensitive flesh. He 
couldn't feel that either. 

But Dom could. Rage and pain exploded in his core, 
rushing like a thunderstorm caught in his chest. Wheeling, 
he slammed the door open and stormed back into the house 
only to run into his best friend just come up the stairs. 

“Move!” he barked, shoving past him. 

Jolted from the physical rage, Chance paused a moment 
in shock. “What—” 

“I can’t take it anymore!” Dom rounded; the back door 
was still open. “I won’t sit here and watch him die!” 


“What?” They were in the entryway, and words echoed. 

Dom inhaled shakily, exasperated, “He’s out there 
burning himself and smoking and ignoring me and...” 

The pain in Dom’s eyes moved Chance to grief—he’d 
never seen Dom like this. 

“I just...” he attempted. “... just can’t do this anymore.” 
Confusion, pain and anger escaped his eyes. 

And Chance, seeing that pain, extended his hand and 
pulled his best friend into the first hug they’d shared since 
this whole thing began. 

Feeling arms tighten around him, something fell from 
Dom’s mind. The world wasn’t the place he thought it was. 
“God, Chance.... What the hell did | do wrong?” 

That was it—that was all Chance could take. Releasing 
Dom, he turned and made for the back porch, a fire blazing 
in his eyes. Storming up to the goth, he shoved him roughly 
to the floor. “What the hell is wrong with you!” 

Damion was shocked to find himself thrown to the cold 
ground. “What the fuck—” 

“You sit there and act like you’re such a victim and it’s 
everyone else’s fault, but you’re not! I’m fucking sick of it!” 

“Fuck off!” 

The snarl didn’t scare him. “You’re just a self-absorbed 
prick! You don’t love Dom! You don’t love anyone but 
yourself!” 

With that, he returned to the house where Dom was 
coming back up from the basement—his white duffel bag 
was slung over his shoulder. Chance produced keys from his 
pocket and followed Dom out the door. The still-sleeping 
James crossed his mind, but he chose to ignore it. The two 
jackasses could kill each other for all he cared. 


Chapter Twenty Five 


James didn’t emerge until around noon; standing in the 
kitchen, searching for the others, he spotted the goth sitting 
on the iron chair, cigarette smoke rising from his lips in the 
cold December air. 

James wandered to the living room where expensive 
furniture fell in the shadow of massive blinds guarding the 
harsh winter light from entering. He passed around the loop 
that connected dining room with living room with kitchen, 
taking it all in: Damion was rich as hell. James would kill to 
have this kind of living space. Then he remembered last 
night, and the blood, the tear-streaks down the goth’s face. 
Why had Damion reacted like that? But then, James had 
been on the dealing end of the taunts, malice, and the mere 
thought of it made him sick to his stomach; Jake’s deep 
voice, Suck my cock, bitch. He never wanted to go through 
that again, not for anything. 

Eventually it occurred to him to look in the driveway; it 
was then he discovered Chance’s car missing. Panic shot 
through him—had he been left behind? The presence on the 
porch penetrated all his thought, a constant claw in his 
mind, invading everything. He couldn’t be alone here, alone 
in the house with Damion. Surely Dom wouldn’t leave his 
boyfriend alone like that, especially with the way he’d acted 
last night, so protective. But Dom had been angry; James 
didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know that. Had they 
fought while he slept? Had Dom left? James felt like a fly, 
cornered in the prison of his own guilt and conviction. The 
mute form outside grew on his mind every passing minute, 
like a grotesque of nightmares. He was alone. Completely, 
grotesquely alone. 

Maybe... The thought formed in the shadow of his mind, 
blooming into expectation and mild relief. Softly he 
traversed the distance to the base of the staircase leading 


upwards; gazing up, the need to know overcame fear. 
Maybe Dom was up there, where he and Damion had been 
last night; maybe he was cleaning up. James wanted to 
know what was up there. One by one he ascended the 
Stairs. 

At the top, a wide, bending hallway met him, illuminated 
in the cold winter light. On the left was a bathroom. On the 
right: a door lay open, a vista into darkness. 

James paused, unsure. He couldn’t hear anything in the 
room, meaning Dom probably wasn’t there. But curiosity 
conquered and he stepped silently through the door while 
clicking on the light. 

Shock was all he could feel—the glass, the blood, the 
knife, all glowing twistedly in the light. His stomach dropped 
as he saw the photos: they looked so much like Damion, 
only... only bulkier. Like a football player. Like him. 

Something else had been framed, too; stooping, James 
lifted it off the ground, reading the headline, the article, with 
sick surprise. 
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Everything was black. 

Anger raged in Damion, at the jocks, at Chance, at Dom. 
Dom finally did it, did what Damion knew he’d do all along. 
Dom was just the same as everyone else—rage flowed 
through him like alcohol in his veins, and he couldn’t deal 
with its pressure, building. He’d heard Dom yelling Chance 
in the entryway, yelling that he couldn’t take it anymore; 
he’d heard the anger in that voice, the defeat. Dom had 
found his way to hurt Damion, just like everyone else. With 
every word out of Dom’s mouth the dagger had been 
torqued until only rage and pain existed in Damion’s soul, 
twisted and unquenchable in its voracity. It felt as if there 
was an Alien in his chest, writhing to escape. He heard them 
leave, heard the car pull out and peal onto the road. He 
hated Dom, hated Chance—they could go to hell. He almost 
snarled in laughter at what a fool he’d been, what he’d 


duped himself into believing. That wasn’t reality, it never 
had been. Reality hurt more than that. This was reality. 
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Half an hour later James sat at the kitchen table, eyes 
staring distantly off into space. Damion had come in some 
time ago and disappeared back into his lair; when he 
reappeared, he had a shower-fresh look about him, and 
white gauze wound up and down his lower arms, covering 
the evidence of the night before. James winced at the 
thought of Damion taking a shower with all those wounds; 
but the goth betrayed no sign of weakness, stoic and 
unchanging as he retrieved a piece of cold pizza from the 
fridge and placed it in the microwave, watching it cook. 

Gently James appraised the goth, still digesting 
everything he had learned, seen, been exposed to. The 
black, chain-covered clothing, the gleam of kKnotwork on the 
back of his neck, the white gauze, the compact chest rising 
and falling, even the shortness in his mien, like he was a 
flamethrower about to explode; it was all Damion, the Freak. 
And they’d used his dead brother as a taunt. 

Finally mustering all the courage he could, James rose and 
approached the silent goth; this tension grating his mind 
must end. He halted a yard behind him. 

“Damion?” 

The goth heard him, heard the apology in his voice; the 
darkness within seethed in the vicious hatred Dom had 
evoked. 

A nervous breath. “Damion, I... I’m sorry. About... last 
night.” 

Rage was a massive, clawed hand churning his viscera. It 
was building, the tension, the hate, the soul-bending spite. 

Wheeling, he punched James square in the gut, feeling 
the dull thud of bone on flesh. “Jesus Christ...” the jock 
wheezed. 

Damion was mute, he couldn’t speak; anger overwhelmed 
him. He wanted to hurt James, hurt Chance. Hurt Dom. He 


wanted to hurt Dom deeper than he’d ever been hurt in his 
life. And he knew how. As James straightened, he shoved 
the jock brutally against the wall— 

“What—” 

—mouths collided, and Damion forced his tongue into 
James’ mouth, plundering, his teeth clashed with the jock’s 
in a battle. He knew James would play along, James always 
played along, but the utter rage forced his movements into 
brutality, slamming his hips against the other’s, forcing a 
yelp into his mouth. He would hurt Dom and hurt himself— 
he pulled back and shoved James harshly into the next 
room, and stumbling down the stairs, then to the bed in the 
darkness, hatred seething in his every move. He would hurt 
James and hurt Dom and hurt himself, and he knew how. As 
his body met James’ in the dark, he knew he would hurt 
Dom deeper than he’d ever been hurt in his life. 
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Pulling up to the curb of the run-down house washed out 
by the grayscale of the sky, Chance let the engine run. Dom 
hadn’t said a word since they left the house, restless and 
tense, and the air of the car had the stark harshness of the 
aftermath of unbearable intensity. 

“...You gonna be okay?” he asked, looking across tot Dom, 
whose face still held pain, anger, and... was it guilt? God... 

Dom couldn’t feel his chest, like it had been gutted and 
replaced with sand. “...I...” An overwhelmed sigh, hand 
through hair. “...Yeah...” 

A half-attempted smile. “Liar.” 

He tried to gather himself; “I just...” A deep breath. “...I 
didn’t think things would end this way.” 

Chance didn’t know what to say; he didn’t know how to 
say he was glad it had ended, even if it was like this. He 
didn’t want to say that this was all Damion’s fault, and 
maybe the goth got what was coming to him, last night. “... 
I’m sorry.” 


Sadness. “Yeah... Me too.” Eventually looking up to his 
own home, he inhaled deeply. “I guess | hoped | wouldn’t 
have to be here for a while.” 

His friend offered an apologetic smile. “What are you 
doing for Christmas? 

Damion was an ever-present entity that wrenched Dom’s 
heart at every turn. “Nothing, now.” 

A respectful pause. “You could spend it with us.” 

Dom nodded, beaten. 

Another minute passed, and finally Dom unbuckled, 
dropping, “Thanks for the ride,” while exiting the car. 
Chance popped the trunk, and his friend retrieved the duffel 
bag, then closed the back with a defeated clunk. 

Watching Dom trudge up the steps to his own front door, 
shoulder slumped and feet heavy, anger ignited in Chance 
at the Freak who had done that to Dom. The goth wasn’t 
human. 
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When Dom walked through the front door, he was 
surprised to find John standing in the kitchen; his mom was 
still on the couch. Both heads turned as the screen door 
closed behind him. 

Damn it, why was John awake? It was the middle of the 
day! Then he remembered it was Sunday. Dom said nothing, 
making for his room. 

“You have a fight with your bitch?” John asked. 

Dom’s ears crashed into a brick wall. Turning, nervous 
nausea Sparked in his gut. “What?” 

John’s face was venomous, though calm. “Your bitch. Your 
mom told me.” 

He felt sick. “Mom?” 

A twisted smile lay spread across her face, though she 
said nothing, taking another drink while staring at the 
garbling TV. 

“You get your faggot ass out of my house.” 


Dom looked at John, whose calm voice only heightened 
the brutality of his words. “What?” 

Cold, calm. “Get out of my house.” 

Disbelief washed over Dom in a giant wave—this couldn’t 
be happening. This couldn’t be happening, it couldn't. 

But it was. 
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James lay in the dark, heaving chest now slowed to a 
more natural rhythm. The darkness was utterly engulfing, 
almost tangible in its presence, weighing heavily upon his 
form. Damion had left a while ago, abruptly rising after it 
was over; the goth’s mien was short, curt, almost exploding 
in its containment. James felt it even when Damion was 
gone, like the very void hated him. 

God... He’d never had sex like that before. Intense, and 
brutal, and utterly void of passion. He’d felt like an animal, 
vulgar, like the whole thing had been a battle, and Damion 
won. He’d been shocked—and was still—when the goth had 
pinned him to the wall, but the more carnal it became, the 
more his body responded, the more he gave in. His skull still 
ached from where Damion’s hand nearly pulled his hair out 
by the roots, he couldn’t feel his hips or anything else in the 
vicinity, and a throbbing shoulder stung his mind; the goth 
had bitten him so hard he bled. He’d never had sex like that 
before. 

And now an emptiness reigned in his chest, an implosive 
void. James was used to meaningless sex—after all, with any 
girl he’d ever been with, he’d imagined something else. In 
those moments, the self-loathing was so intense he didn’t 
care what he was doing. He’d been with more girls than the 
rest of the team combined. But even then, his partners had 
enjoyed it. Damion hadn’t. Every bite, growl, kiss and grope 
tasted like poison in the jock’s mouth, hatred, and the 
substitution of malice for passion was so intense it still hurt 
his head to think about it. He’d been terrified that any 
moment the goth might do serious damage on a whim, and 


Damion left as soon as they were done, disgust etched 
across his features. 

God... What had he done? Thoughts of his father came to 
him, the stoic ex-soldier who ran their house like a military 
base. He could just see the gut-wrenching repugnance on 
his face, the barking voice yelling at him with vigor reserved 
for major offenses. And this was the worst offense of all. 
Women were one thing; at least that his dad could 
understand. But a man... Was Damion a virgin? He’d 
probably had sex with Dom, but how many others? Pressure 
compressed in his skull just thinking about it. If his father 
had seen that, saw him now... 

Footsteps trudged down the steps, and a silhouette 
appeared against the low gray backlight of the door frame— 
Damion. 

“Get your ass out of my bed,” the harsh voice growled; 
the shadow moved to the dresser, and a metallic jangle 
echoed in the room. 

When he didn’t respond, the voice barked, “Get your 
cocksucking ass out of my bed! I’m taking you home!” 

James didn’t think the slur was fair—he’d only done that 
because that’s where Damion shoved his head. But he slid 
out of the bed and into his clothes, hearing the figure 
thunder back upstairs. What else was he supposed to do? 

2K KKK 

Chance had just arrived home when the phone rang. 

“Could you get that?” his mother yelled down the stairs. 

“Yeah,” he called back. Making his way to the kitchen, he 
offered a weary smile to his little sister coloring at the 
counter. He picked up the phone. “Hello?’ 

The voice on the other end was monotone. “Chance?” 

Dom? “Yeah, it’s me. What’s wrong?” 

An airy breath. “She told John.” 

After a pause, “What?” 

“She told John,” the voice repeated. “She told him about 
me and Damion. He kicked me out.” 


Shock. “Where are you?” 

“... The Conoco on Fifteenth.” 

“Stay there. l'Il come get you.” 

He hung up just as his mother walked into the room. Her 
curly brown hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and she carted 
a basket full of laundry to the table. “Who was that?” 

Chance had to take a breath. “Dom.” 

Hearing the tone of his voice, she turned. “What’d he 
say?” 

“John kicked him out. I’m going to pick him up.” 

Concerned, seeing the weariness on her son’s face, “Is he 
okay?” 

“| don’t know.” 

She tucked a loose tress behind her ear and returned to 
her previous endeavor of the laundry. “Well, you bring him 
here and we'll find a place for him.” 

“Is Dom’s daddy very angry?” his little sister asked. She 
was four, and blond hair fell around her face haphazardly. 

“Steodad,” Chance corrected on his way out. “And he 
doesn’t get angry.” 


Chapter Twenty Six 


True to her word, Chance’s mother found a place for Dom 
on the living room couch, though he often felt in the way, in 
the middie of everything. Everyone was more than 
accommodating, especially given the situation. Lily, 
Chance’s little sister only four years old, bombarded him 
with questions for the first few days until the glares coming 
from the rest of the family finally sunk in; she was so 
innocent, so completely oblivious, it was like being followed 
by an angel. An angel mocking him. 

But Dom didn’t mind the little girl’s questions as much as 
he did the looks Mrs. McKenney gave him, half Knowing, half 
worried, half maternal. She’d been like a second mother to 
him all his life, and she was all too quick to assume he was 
in pain, annoyingly so; but maybe she was just smart—he 
was in pain. Damion’s absence and his mother’s betrayal 
were like double knife wounds, and loneliness was a shadow 
haunting his mind. He’d had so much, and then, within the 
course of twenty four hours, it had been seized away. 

The spark of anger continued to burn within him, and it 
was frightening; he’d never known such anger before in his 
life. Its raging flames only solidified as it cooled, creating a 
massive lump of lead weighing him down; anger partly at 
Damion for hurting himself and going back on his word, for 
giving up; partly at his mother or drinking and telling John, 
partly at John for being a jackass; partly at the team for 
jumping Damion like that and making life so hard, and at 
James, for being too scared to admit the truth, and partly 
at... partly at God. He realized this the next Sunday morning 
when Chance invited him to church. Resistance sparked 
instantly in the core of his chest—the anger ignited, and 
he’d refused to go. It upset Lily to the point of tears, and 
Mrs. McKenney had to drag her out of the house, looking 
rather upset herself. But he couldn’t go. He was too 


confused, floundering for answers deep within where the 
anger resided. Anger at the god who allowed this to happen, 
the god who let Damion hurt and his mother drink and 
James hide and the team hate. He was angry at the god 
who’d given him so much, then taken it away. The god who 
let his father walk out and John walk in, who condemned the 
thing that made him feel the most alive. 

Sitting on the living room couch, staring out the front 
windows at the snowy landscape, he finally understood what 
had gone nameless within him for months—he_ loved 
Damion. Of course, he’d known that ever since the night 
he’d held Damion in his arms after giving himself; hearing 
his laugh, his voice, his happiness, he’d known that was 
where he wanted to be. 

But this was more. Finally he understood—he_ loved 
Damion. He, himself, alone, loved Damion. For so long he’d 
allowed god to love others for him, through him, as was 
instructed in the Bible. He’d died to himself, his own selfish 
desires, and been born again in Jesus. Jesus abided in his 
heart, allowing him to love everyone in the way God 
ordained. 

But he didn’t loved Damion in the way God ordained. 
Such love went directly against God’s commandments, and 
the love was not Jesus’ love; it was the love of the flesh. It 
was his own love. He, alone, loved Damion—he’d never felt 
so alive as when he was with him. And it hurt. 

Maybe the anger was just a taste of the constant rage 
Damion felt. Maybe Damion was angry at the god who made 
him queer, the god who made Adi so perfect then took him 
too soon, who left him for half an hour with a broken leg, in 
shock, in the rain with his dead brother in the driver’s seat. 
Maybe he hated the god his parents worshipped as they 
drove their son to suicide with their false delusions of who 
he was or should be, with their own weaknesses. Maybe he 
was enraged at the god who left him so empty, then denied 


him death; the god who left him to self-mutilation and illegal 
drugs for release. 

But the anger took a different course in Dom, because he 
knew how to forgive. That Sunday morning alone in an 
empty house, he let it go. Not because the offenders 
deserved it, but because if he didn’t, he would be consumed 
like Damion. Dying like Damion. 

Stepping back, he saw things with amazing clarity: the 
goth, so trapped by his pain and venom and sense of 
betrayal he could think of nothing else but to hate others 
and himself in response, addicted to his own blood. Chance, 
the confused, loyal friend, caught between masculinity and 
God and his gay best friend. 

And for the first time, he saw himself as he truly was—a 
man afraid of his own shadow, dependent on others’ vision 
of him, God’s vision of him, to give him value. He saw his 
life change as he fell in love with the goth, remembering 
how alive he’d felt in his own skin. When he told Damion, ‘1 
love you,’ that’s exactly what he meant. It never mattered 
what others thought. 

But it hadn’t been enough. He’d lost Damion. 

No, he hadn’t lost Damion; the goth had lost himself. Dom 
took responsibility for his own actions, yelling at Damion 
and walking out. He’d acted rashly, forcing Damion into a 
decision. But it wasn’t Dom’s fault the goth hurt himself, or 
refused to see, to love himself. Dom finally shed the blame 
he’d held for so long, the guilt of thinking it was his 
responsibility to save his boyfriend; he knew he couldn't. 
And God couldn’t. Only Damion had control, and it was like 
giving the control to a drunk; Damion was so lost in his pain 
and hate he couldn’t see life for what it was worth, he 
couldn’t see it as worth living. He didn’t see Dom as worth 
keeping—he’d chosen the blood over him, chosen the 
hatred, malice and pain over the only one who really knew 
him. 

God, Damion was fucked up. 


And Dom couldn’t save him. 
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Damion lay on a soft plaid surface, he wasn’t sure where, 
watching the room contort and reel. Black widows were 
crawling over the floor in swarms and up the walls where 
Shattered pictures shrieked in malice, laughing at him, 
darkness engulfed his entire being, body spirit soul, writhing 
within and he was screaming tripping to the bathroom 
Shrieking Adi was rotting in the bathtub and he was 
suffocating choking dying— 

The first few nights, Damion drank. He drowned the rage 
in unconsciousness, and it worked. Until he woke up again. 
And he still woke up, every time, no matter how much 
alcohol he poured into his system. Coherence produced the 
reality of pain, like a blinding flash in his brain and nausea in 
his gut and pressure so intense in his chest it was a wonder 
he didn’t implode. Beer and whiskey bottles fell 
indiscriminately to the floor of his lair, mixing with the 
empty vodka bottles congregating in the bathroom Jacuzzi. 

But it wasn’t enough, it was never enough. No amount of 
alcohol could take away the searing pain of the words Dom 
had said, the pain in his voice. He thought that night in the 
ring of jocks had deadened him, but it only forced pain into 
Sharper relief. Slurs raced through his head, and all his 
defenses were broken—fag whore trash worthless 
cocksucker shit fairy fag shit. His worthlessness had been 
pounded into his head for years by parents and peers, and 
now it consumed him. 

The second week, he dropped acid nonstop. When he first 
pulled it out, he’d stared at it for over an hour, remembering 
its effects; before Dom came, LSD had been an infrequent 
escape. He’d drop it on nights when he felt too fragile, 
locking himself in the game room so his parents wouldn’t 
know—they never came down to his room anyway. He'd 
heard of people who had good trips, field of flowers type, 
but he never did. It was always hellish nightmares reeling 


through his skull, spiders and suffocation and Adi, 
sometimes alive, sometimes dead and rotting, rabid fear. 
More than once he’d come down to find himself bleeding, or 
with a throat hoarse from screaming. But his parents didn’t 
know—they never knew. 

Finally he took it, and hadn’t had more than an hour’s 
Sleep in six days; he didn’t know if he’d eaten or not, if he 
was alive. When he started coming down, when the 
numbness began spreading in his chest, he knew enough to 
take more, and then his sanity drowned in the hallucinations 
and mania, saving him from the evisceration of reality. He’d 
fallen head-first down the stairs twice, and come down once 
to find himself miles from home, caught in the snow on a 
deserted road. He started mixing drugs and alcohol, hoping 
for death, but it never came. 

He cut when he was coherent enough to, or when it felt 
like there was something beneath his skin. Sometimes he’d 
come down sober to wonder why he hadn’t passed out from 
blood loss. It didn’t feel as good, the cutting, when he was 
drunk, because the pain was almost nonexistent. 

But then, he found himself increasingly more numb when 
he was sober, too. He was slowly slipping from reality, from 
the consciousness he’d known, sliding into oblivion. Soon he 
couldn’t feel the blade when he was sober, couldn’t feel 
anything unless it were the massive hand of darkness that 
implanted itself in his back and the base of his neck like in a 
science fiction movie, and it sometimes caused such severe 
nausea he couldn’t run fast enough to the toilet. He was 
crashing into nothingness, and it was slowly engulfing his 
being. He was going numb. 
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The Sunday before school started Dom went to church, 
much to the relief of Mrs. McKenney. Lily chattered all the 
way there about how much Jesus loved her, and loved Dom. 

“God loves everyone, doesn’t he, Dom?” 


It felt odd, sitting in the sanctuary again, singing praise to 
a god he defied; but feeling the sanctity of the place, its 
peace, gave him something he hadn’t had in what seemed 
like years—a moment to breathe. The anxiety mellowed, 
and the gentle, exuberant music gave him a relaxing break; 
he actually smiled. Not his usual, infectious smile used so 
often around Damion, but a smaller one that was no less 
earnest. 

After church, Angela insisted Chance, Dom, Christine and 
she go out to lunch like they used to before things changed. 
The two men were instantly adverse to the idea, but in the 
end gave in, Chance because it was Angela asking, and 
Dom because he didn’t want to go home alone with the 
McKenneys. 

It was a hole-in-the-wall place Angela chose, and as they 
sat down, all could feel the tension in the air—Christine had 
no desire to sit with her ex-boyfriend, and Dom was wary of 
her animosity. 

Halfway through a lunch drenched in silence, Christine 
broke: she couldn’t take it anymore. “So how’s Damion?” 
she asked Dom bitterly. 

Chance froze—sunlight lay across the table, utterly void 
of warmth. He didn’t know how his best friend would 
respond. 

Dom responded the only way he could. “I don’t know.” 

“Yes you do,” she snapped. “You’re his boyfriend.” 

Chance interjected, “Christine—” 

“You don’t have to pretend, Dom.” His declination of eye 
contact infuriated her. “We all know about it. So why not just 
come out and Say it?” 

“Chris,” Angela tried to reason. 

“You had sex with him, didn’t you,” she accused harshly. 
“That’s why you were always over at his house. So you 
could get naked together!” 

“Chris!” 

“She's right,” Dom said softly. 


The other three paused at his voice. 

“She’s right,” Dom repeated more definitively, finally 
meeting their eyes. He knew what Christine wanted to hear, 
but he couldn’t give it to her. She was hurt, and wanted him 
to defend himself and deny everything; he didn’t. “I had sex 
with him.” 

This wasn’t really news to anyone at the table, though 
their faces would make it seem so. 

“And | had sex with him because | love him.” 

Christine, “But God says—” 

“| don’t care,” he countered evenly. “I love him.” 

“The Freak’ll play you,” she asserted, trying to mask her 
reaction. “Homosexuality is all about the sex. He’s probably 
Slept with twenty other guys.” 

Damion had been a virgin, like him. “I trust him.” 

“Well you can’t. He’s a—” 

“—a freak?” Dom finished angrily. “Yeah, he knows.” 

The women were confused. 

“Chris, Damion didn’t turn me gay.” 

“So you played me?” 

Frustration. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. | didn’t choose to 
feel that way.” 

“Just like you didn’t choose to sleep with him.” 

“I didn’t sleep with him while we were together—| 
wouldn’t do that to you.” 

“But you made me look like an idiot in front of the entire 
school.” 

“I said I’m sorry!” he barked. 

It scared her, and she reverted to the only option left. 
“God’ll punish you, you know. Fags don’t go to heaven!” 

“Then | won’t have to deal with you,” he snapped angrily, 
rising. “You think you’re so high and mighty, but you’re not, 
Christine. You’re human just like the rest of us.” And with 
that, he walked out the door. 
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Dom was tired; he hadn’t been prepared for that. He sat 
out on the curb, waiting for Chance to emerge so they could 
leave. Strangely, he wasn’t in a hurry. 

The wooden door opened behind him, and Chance 
stepped out; seeing his friend’s slumped shoulders and 
heavy head, feeling the chill of winter Dom seemed 
oblivious to, he took a seat. 

“Angela knows too,” was all Dom could say. 

“She asked. | don’t lie to my girlfriend.” 

Dom knew it, had known it all along, but somehow it hit 
him hard; he’d kept a secret from Damion, about what 
James did at the party. In the same, Damion had withheld 
Adi from him, and so much more. He hadn’t seen the goth in 
two weeks, longer than any time they’d been apart since 
their relationship began. It felt like eternity. 

“I hurt her,” he said. 

Chance offered a grimace. “Welcome to reality.” 


Chapter Twenty Seven 


Darkness had consumed everything. 

Damion knelt on the bank of the pond, engulfed in the 
chilling blackness of night. Moonlight fell on the crystalline 
snow, grating harshly against his retinas; his sleeve was 
rolled up, and blood trickled down his arm in a steady 
stream, darkening the snow. He was utterly alone, locked in 
the void. He didn’t know how late it was, or how he’d gotten 
here; he couldn’t remember where he’d been an hour ago, 
or if he’d been tripping. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. 

The darkness had swallowed him whole, and now he was 
locked within, inner voice trapped in a silent scream. The 
blue electricity flowing beneath his skin spread numbness 
through his senses. He felt dirty, knowing James had 
touched him, fucked him, gone down on him. His body felt 
violated, and as much as his mind forced it then, he felt sick 
when he remembered it now. He’d made a mistake, and he 
knew Dom could never forgive him—the jock may have 
broken the circle first, walking out and not returning, but he 
had broken the sanctity of their relationship. It was his fault. 

Alcohol and acid had blurred the line between emotional 
and physical pain, but now the surreal pressure in his chest 
overruled any sensation caused by razor on flesh. He cut 
indiscriminately, not feeling how deep the blade ran. He 
hadn’t eaten in days. His mind knew no boundaries, 
powerfully, exhaustedly detached, and it scared him: he was 
so close to dying, it was only millimeters deeper. He placed 
razor to wrist, numb to what happened. 

The second blade broke skin, he knew it was too deep. 
The second blood gushed from the wound, a steady, heavy 
stream, he knew he’d done it. A chill settled through his 
bone marrow—he’d pass out from blood loss. Then he’d die. 
Kneeling in the snow, he watched his life fade, staring 
emotionless at death. 


A thought pressed the back of his skull, hazy and vague; 
softly he felt for his cell phone, pulling it out. Weight held 
the base of his throat as he dialed the number. 

It rang, and a female voice answered as if she had been 
waiting. “Who th’hell is it?” 

“Mrs. Sal, | need to talk to Dom.” 

Maybe it was the heaviness in his voice, maybe he was 
lucky, because she stayed on the line. 

“Dom don’t live here anymore.” 

He didn’t ask—he was dying. “Where is he?” | want to say 
goodbye. 

A pause. “I think he said Chance’s, when he came t’get 
his stuff.” 

He ended the call, then found Chance’s home number in 
the phone; Dom had programmed it in, months ago. He 
pressed the green button whose color seemed obnoxious to 
him now. The blood hadn’t stopped—it wouldn’t, he knew— 
and the physical weight of death took his arm. 
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Dom was wakened by the harsh ring of the telephone, 
yanking him out of sleep. It rang... and rang... and rang... 
and rang... 

Groaning, he pulled the pillow over his head. 

When it didn’t stop, he finally gave in, sighing in 
frustration, and reached past his head to grab the cordless 
off the side table. Checking his watch—2:06 AM. He fumbled 
the talk button and managed, “H’llo?” 

“Dom?” 

Something in the voice, the darkness of it, snapped Dom 
awake. Sitting up, “Damion? Is that you?” 

A pause. “...| cut myself.” 

The voice was heavy, numb. 

“My wrist is bleeding.” 

Fear crept upon him like a Surreal feline. “How bad?” 

A breath. “I wanted to say goodbye.” 


KKK K 


It felt good, hearing Dom’s voice. Everything was a 
nightmare, dead, but his voice... 

“Where are you?” it choked. 

“Alone...” There was a pool of blood now, melting the 
snow. “I slept with James.” 

2K KKK 

Dom was Shaking, trying to maintain a steady breath—it 
all hit him like a semi. “Damion?” 

Nothing. 

“Damion!” 

Finally, “I’m here.” 

He wanted so desperately to call an ambulance, panic 
Shattered his chest. But if he did, he would only be forcing 
Damion to live like his parents had four years ago. If Damion 
wanted to die... God, he couldn’t even process it. “Damion, | 
can't save you.” 
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He hadn’t known why he wanted to hear Dom’s voice. It 


only made dying harder. “...1 love you.” 
2K KKK 
It overwhelmed him—“I love you too.” He was having 
trouble speaking. 
Silence. 
“If you call an ambulance, | can meet you at the hospital.” 
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It was too much—he was losing too much blood. All he 
could think was, “...I love you.” 
2K KKK 
Damion’s voice was getting thick, as on the verge of 
tears. “Damion, you have to choose.” Tears lined his own 
eyes. “I can’t force you to live. | can’t save you.” Please, 
save yourself, he begged. /f you're gone...”...| love you, so 
much...” 
2K KKK 


Everything sounded underwater. “I had sex with James.” 
2K KKK 


“We can talk about it!” Please! “We can talk about it at 


the hospital. Tell me where you are, and I'll call. l'II wait 
there for you.” Don’t leave me here alone. 
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A single, emotionless tear slipped from the corner of his 
eye and down the overly-pale face to his chin, winking in the 
moonlight. “I’m sorry.” 

He hung up, not allowing Dom to respond; he didn’t want 
to hear the answer. It would hurt too much. 

Slowly the moment passed from his mouth, milky tension 
pulling the base of his throat. He wouldn’t call—he couldn't, 
wouldn’t allow himself to. But Dom’s words circled his 
clouding head: the jock was forcing him to choose, to live or 
die. He had to choose for himself, not for Dom, not for 
anyone but himself. If he wanted to live, Dom would meet 
him; it was no guarantee of love or happiness, simply a 
chance. A chance at existence on his own terms. 

If he were dead, existence wouldn’t matter. He had no 
need to prove himself, to take the pain if he was dead. None 
of this would matter if he were gone, he wouldn’t have to 
feel anymore. 

But if he died, he’d never see Dom again. He’d never 
know what could have happened; and even past Dom, he’d 
never know if he could have been... could have been alive. 
Dom wanted him to live for himself, regardless of what 
others demanded. 

His body felt heavy, like lead, sinking into the earth. He 
couldn't call, he wouldn’t call. He was stronger than that: he 
would pass out, then die here, alone in his sanctuary. That’s 
what he wanted, wasn’t it? To die, alone? 

No, he returned. It’s a lie. He was still alive, and he 
wouldn’t be cheated out of the chance. With a last effort 
before darkness took him completely, numb fingers fumbled 


the number. 
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Dom sat in the ER waiting room, head in hands. He didn’t 
know if Damion had called an ambulance or not: he didn’t 
know if the goth was alive or dead in a pool of his own 
blood. It made him sick to think of, Damion dying. Damion, 
who had been so full of life two weeks ago, laughing 
hysterically on the living room floor, Damion, who had so 
often occupied his arms his absence defied logic. He hadn’t 
seen him in two weeks, but the sound of his voice had 
changed—maybe it was because he was bleeding to death. 
Damion’s words circled his head, / slept with James I love 
you | wanted to say goodbye. What had happened in two 
weeks? Two weeks, both a moment and an eternity in one. 

He’d left a note on the McKenney’s counter and taken 
Chance’s car. Under the circumstances, he thought his 
friend would understand. Vaguely he wished Chance would 
find the note and come; he didn’t want to be alone right 
now. Anxiety forced his entire body to shake. 

Suddenly a commotion started down the hall, people 
barking orders, bursting from the ambulance entrance. 

“We have a massive blood transfusion—” 

“—-seventeen year old male—” 

“—multiple wounds—” 

Instantly Dom rose, panic spreading—it was Damion; he 
didn’t want to see him like this, he didn’t want to see his 
boyfriend dying. But he needed to know. Moving slightly 
toward the group of people, he tried to glimpse the 
stretcher hidden by bodies. 

Finally, as they disappeared around the corner, Dom saw 
him—he was unconscious and pale, right arm and wrist 
bandaged in bloody gauze; it made him sick. It scared him 
to death. 

But Damion had called, had chosen for himself. Dom just 
hoped it wasn’t too late. 
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“Wake up! Wake up!” 


Chance was jolted awake by a small body crashing onto 
his stomach. “Jesus Christ...” he gasped, trying to regain his 
breath. 

“No, I’m Lily!” she giggled. 

Chance tried to breathe, opening his eyes; his little sister 
was bouncing on his stomach. 

“Mom-says-it’s-time-to-get-up!” she laughed. 

A groan escaped his throat—he forgot it was Monday. 

“Chance!” 

The call came from his mother downstairs, and she 
sounded angry. 

Another groan. “Coming!” He gently pushed Lily off his 
lap and rose, sliding jeans over his boxers and into a shirt, 
then descended the stairs rather inaccurately in weariness. 
Stumbling to into the kitchen, he halted when he saw his 
mother. 

She stood at the counter, note in hand, and what he had 
taken for anger was actually concern. She was still in her 
pajamas, and her face was dark with worry. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked. 

“I| don’t know,” her voice rang anxious and maternal. 
“Dom's at the hospital.” 

“What?” He joined her, taking the note; it was scribbled 
hurriedly. 

Took the Subaru. At the hospital. 
Dom 

“What do you think happened?” 

He didn’t even look at her. “Am I okay to take the Celica?” 
he asked briskly, grabbing the keys and heading to the 
garage. Glancing down at his watch, he shook his head— 
6:12 AM. 
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Chance arrived at the hospital fifteen minutes later; it was 
still dark outside, in the early hours of morning, and 
stepping through the sliding glass doors, he was relieved to 


find Dom in the waiting area. At least it wasn’t him that was 
hurt. 

“Dom?” 

His best friend glanced up, and his face scared Chance— 
he seemed to have aged years. All the same, he looked 
relieved to see him. 

Dom rose, suddenly feeling tired. “Chance... l... 

Without a word, Chance pulled him into a hug, startled 
when Dom held on tighter than expected. Finally he 
released him. “What’s going on?” 

“Damion...” he explained, gesturing to the back hallway. It 
now seemed ominous, cold and blank. “He...” Dom’s voice 
had steadied some, since the phone call. “He slit his wrist.” 

“Shit,” Chance breathed, anger igniting in his head. It was 
the same anger that had fueled him that morning at the 
goth’s house—Damion couldn’t just leave well enough 
alone. “How long have you been here?” 

“Since two thirty.” 

Shit. 
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Chapter Twenty Eight 


Damion’s arm was heavy. Stumbling through the abyss, 
he grabbed on to anything he could. There was a power in 
his chest, a dull power, and everything felt numb. A sudden 
spasm in his bone jolted him awake, eyes flew open— 

It was a hospital room. White walls, white tile floor 
speckled with black. A woman leaned over him; wrinkles 
creased her stern, chubby face in a way that made her 
seem like a grandmother, a prim busybody. 

Noticing he was awake, “Hello, Damion. Just checking 
your blood pressure.” 

It was then he noted the compressor around his arm, the 
source of the sharp pain. Instantly defensive, he asked, 
“What time is it? Where am |?” 

“Carnegie Hospital, about eleven in the morning.” She 
continued her work, seeming to forget him. 

After a pause, “How long have | been out?” 

Finishing, “Not long enough. Go back to sleep.” He started 
to protest, but his head was cloudy, and she shushed him. 
“Your parents should be here in a while. You'll want to be 
rested to see them.” 

Vague rage flared in his eyes. “I don’t want them in here.” 

This surprised the nurse. “They’re going to want to see 
you...” 

“I don’t care. | don’t want them in here.” He was falling 
asleep again. 

Conceding, she sighed, “If you say so.” 

2K KKK 

“Shit!” Chance jumped when his cell phone vibrated in his 
back pocket. 

They sat in the hospital lobby waiting room, Dom and 
Chance, side by side. Damion had been transferred from the 
ER to the Intensive Care Unit several hours ago, and the two 
boys had been told Damion was stabilizing and they should 


go home—or, rather, to school. Dom had forgotten it was 
Monday, and school started again today. It didn’t matter; he 
wasn’t leaving. And if he didn’t leave, Chance wouldn't 
either. 

Dom looked over as Chance checked the caller name, 
then held the phone to his ear. “Hey babe.” 

Angela’s voice came over the line. “Chance? Where are 
you?” 

“Angela?” Dom asked. 

“Yeah,” Chance answered, then returned to the 
conversation. “I’m at the hospital with Dom.” 

“What? Is he okay?” 

Chance glanced across to his friend, reading the worry in 
his eyes. “...| don’t know.” 

“What happened?” 

As Dom listened to his friend explain the situation to her, 
Damion’s words slipped through his head. / slept with James 
| had sex with James I’m sorry. For hours their three minute 
conversation had raced through his head, circling his skull. 
He wasn’t getting any answers here—the doctors refused to 
release patient information to anyone but family. Maybe he 
could find them elsewhere. 

“Yeah... Okay, see you then,” Chance was saying. 

“Is she coming?” Dom interjected. 

“Hang on a second, babe,” he told the phone. Looking to 
Dom, “Yeah, on her lunch break.” 

Dom asserted, “Tell her to bring James.” 

“Are you crazy?” 

“I need to talk to him.” 

“Dom—” 

“Just tell her,” he ordered. 

Conceding, Chance returned to the conversation. “Hey, 
Angela... I’m fine—... Yes, he wanted to bring James...” 
Exasperated, “Just find him. See you in an hour.” 

Hanging up the phone, Chance turned to his best friend. 
“What the hell was that about?” 


“What?” 

Obviously Dom was more out of it than he thought. “You 
want that jackass here? The guy jumped you and Damion 
both!” 

“I need to talk to him.” 

Once again Chance felt there was more to this than Dom 
was telling. “What has he got to do with this?” 

Dom had told his friend about the phone call, though not 
what it entailed, exactly. “He’s the last person we know saw 
Damion.” The last person Damion slept with. “I wanna 
know.” 

Doors slid open across the way, and a couple rushed 
through, instantly going to the reception desk. 

“I’m Victor Adrik,” the man ordered, voice business-like. 
“I’m here to see my son.” 

“Mr. A,” Dom rose, joining them at the blue and white 
counter; Mrs. Adrik’s anxious face brightened the second 
she saw him. 

“Dom, how is he?” the woman managed, “What 
happened?” She was on the verge of sobbing. She’d wept 
for hours on the plane. 

“They won’t tell me anything,” he explained, and couldn’t 
keep the worry from his voice. “They transferred him to the 
ICU, but that’s all | know.” 

“Ah, yes, Mr. Adrik,” droned the receptionist—a_ tall 
woman with a hook-like nose. “The doctor needs to speak 
with you right away.” 

“I want to see Damion,” he demanded. 

Checking the screen, she informed, “He has requested no 
visitors.” 

“What?” 

It surprised Dom, too—it meant Damion was awake and 
coherent. 

“We're his parents,” Mrs. Adrik choked. 

“The doctor needs to speak with you,” she repeated in a 
monotone. “If you have a seat, l'Il inform her you’re here.” 


“Surely there’s a way—” 

“I suggest you have a Seat.” 

Defeated, the couple obeyed, flopping in the blue padded 
chairs; Dom joined them and returned to his seat by 
Chance. Mr. Adrik took a deep breath, and after a moment, 
looked up to Dom. “What happened?” His eyes were tired, 
exasperated. 

“I don’t know,” Dom confessed. 

“Weren’t you with him?” 

The jock shifted in unease as he answered, “We... had an 
argument.” Was that even what to call it? “I haven’t seen 
him in two weeks. He called me this morning, before he 
called the ambulance.” 

“He called the ambulance?” the man repeated, face 
changing slightly. “...l knew it.” 

“Knew what?” Chance ventured. 

Mrs. Adrik looked at him in confusion. 

Dom instantly began, “This is my friend Chance.” 

Mr. Adrik extended his hand, and Chance shook it 
awkwardly. The man continued; “Damion does this 
sometimes for attention. Like a temper tantrum.” 

“Attention?” Chance emphasized. “He’s done this 
before?” 

“He used to do this when he was younger,” Mrs. Adrik 
sniffled. “He’d go off by himself and throw things at the wall 
until we came and stopped him...” 

“He tried this scenario when he was thirteen,” Mr. Adrik 
explained. “Damion lashed out and acted irrationally to 
manipulate us into giving him extra attention. Children do 
that, when they get angry.” 

Dom was in shock—did he even know his son at all? “I 
don’t think Damion did this as a temper tantrum.” 

“Dom, I’m sorry you had to get involved in this, you too, 
Chance,” the woman conceded. “We should have been here 
to control him.” 


“Don’t blame yourself, dear,” her husband comforted. 
“Damion acted immaturely.” 

The ring in Mr. Adrik’s voice unsettled Dom—Damion’s 
father was completely washing his hands of the situation. 

“Mister and Misses Adrik?” 

Their heads turned severally: a young nurse stood ready. 

“Come on, dear,” the man rose, taking his wife’s hand 
with deliberate strength. She needed something to hold 
onto right now. 

Watching them disappear down the hall, Dom burst 
quietly, “Can you believe that?” No answer came, and Dom 
turned. 

Chance looked hesitant. “You know, Dom... Maybe they’re 
right.” 

The goth’s voice, his words, flowed through Dom’s head. 
Damion didn’t hurt himself for attention: he’d done 
everything in his power to hide previous evidence from him 
and the world, and last night... Damion would have let 
himself bleed to death—he didn’t call to make Dom feel 
guilty, the goth wasn’t like that. If Damion wanted attention, 
there were so many other ways. He would have called Dom 
right after having sex with James. The ambulance would 
have been his idea, and he would have asked Dom to call. 
He would be accepting visitors. 

Damion hadn’t done any of that. He hadn’t done this for 
attention—he’d done the exact opposite. Mrs. Adrik said it 
herself; he'd go off by himself. He didn’t beat himself 
senseless in front of everyone, he didn’t display his scars for 
everyone to see; the jock knew that would be one of the 
major hurdles in Damion calling the ambulance—he didn’t 
want anyone to know he was hurt. Damion didn’t hurt 
himself for attention. “Chance...” 

“I mean, they’ve known him a hell of a lot longer than 
you,” his friend tried. 

“Damion isn’t like that. | know.” 

“But—” 


“I’m not saying he doesn’t like attention,” Dom tried to 
explain, remembering the spark in Damion’s eye, and his 
final acceptance of care. “At least the right kind. But...” How 
could he make it clear? “He’s... hurt. And that’s how he 
takes it out, is hurting himself. It’s... It’s his secret.” 

Chance was skeptical. “He likes playing the victim.” 

“Maybe in his own head, but he won’t let anyone know it, 
ever.” 

He didn’t respond. 

“Look, you gotta understand. His parents... They don’t 
know him.” 

“They’ve known him longer than you have.” 

“But they don’t know him.” Dom took a deep, weary 
breath. “I mean, Damion’s known he’s queer since third 
grade—he’s done everything he can to control his body. And 
everything was about Adi, you know? Damion was cutting 
even before Adi died. After he did, Damion got all the 
pressure to be perfect on him.” 

“So he made himself the exact opposite. He’s just trying 
to get attention.” 

A moment came to him, a memory: the night Damion had 
the nightmare, lying in bed with him. They’re looking right 
at me, but they don’t see me. “| think he’s trying to break 
away so much from their expectation because he thinks it 
will make them see him, like shocking them into reality.” 

“Yeah, but...” 

“Damion’s said more to me in three months than he’s 
spoken to them in four years. | know him.” Know him 
mentally, physically, completely. And while he knew Damion 
was Stabilizing, it scared him to death. He’d seen Damion, 
cold and pale like a corpse; he’d looked dead, covered in 
blood, so much blood. “I see him.” 

“Dom...” 

“Life can be shit,” the vulnerability in Dom’s eyes lay 
exposed for his friend to see. “Every family isn’t as good as 


yours, or screwed up like mine. Sometimes everything can 
look perfect, and it’s hell.” 

“But you can’t play God,” Chance finally forced. “Look...” 
He’d known Dom for so long, he almost knew him better 
than he knew himself. “You can’t play savior with Damion. 
You can’t fix him.” 

“I know.” 

“Dom, this kid’s... | mean, he just slit his wrist. He needs 
more than you've got.” 

Dom knew it, had known it all along, that he wasn’t 
enough. And it hurt. “I know.” Suddenly his arms felt empty. 

“Damion is too fucked up for you to change. You can’t 
save him.” 

Dom’s voice became resolute, more certain than it had 
been in a long time. “You're right. | can’t save him. But I’m 
staying. Damion has to save himself—he has to do it. But 
that doesn’t mean | can’t love him. And it doesn’t mean | 
can’t help.” 

A pause—finally Chance gave up, growling, “Of all the 
guys to date...” 
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“Damion...” 

Shadows were reeling he was lost he couldn’t breathe he 
felt it cold— 

“Damion.” 

Snapping awake, he nearly knocked the tray out of a 
man’s hands. He was tall, and rather on the skinny side with 
Sharp features and a clean shaven face; his long brown hair 
lay tied, falling down his back, and he couldn’t have been 
over twenty five. Damion saw him in a split second and 
reacted accordingly, though still drowsy. “Who the fuck are 
you?” 

The man smiled. “Sorry, Damion. I’m Michael—I’m your 
nurse this afternoon.” 

It was then Damion noticed the white coat. Relaxing, he 
growled, “Fantastic.” 


Strangely, Michael appreciated his sarcasm. “I brought 
you lunch.” 

Confused, “What time is it?” 

A table slid up over Damion’s lap, and Michael set the 
tray on it. “About one o’clock. We didn’t want to wake you, 
but you need to eat.” 

“l'm not hungry.” 

“I just got you the basics,” Michael said amiably. “Mashed 
potatoes and applesauce and stuff.” 

“l'm not hungry.” 

“You need to eat.” 

“l'm not hungry.” 

“When was the last time you ate?” 

He couldn’t remember. 

Moving toward the door, “lIl be right back to check your 
blood pressure.” 

For the few minutes Michael was gone, Damion stared at 
the food. He honestly wasn’t hungry, and if he wasn’t 
hungry, he didn’t like eating. The fact they were feeding him 
like a two year old ignited his rage: he wasn’t helpless. He 
didn’t need taken care of. 

Michael walked through the door with a stethoscope 
around his neck. Seeing Damion’s angry visage, he 
commented, “It’s not like we’re asking you to move to 
China. Just eat it.” 

Disconnecting the tube from Damion’s IV needle, he slid 
the compressor around the goth’s left arm. When Damion 
continued to stare, he tried, “Your boyfriend would want you 
to.” 

Instantly Damion’s eyes snapped to Michael’s—they were 
unthreatening, nonjudgmental. Damion hadn't looked 
Michael in the eye until now, and he was startled to find 
them alive, full of humor, and somewhere’ beneath 
everything was the spark he’d found so perplexing in Dom’s 
eyes, like he felt something no one else could. 


After a long pause during which the nurse counted his 
heartbeats, Damion said, deadpanned, “I’m not weak.” 

Finishing, Michael removed the compressor, then 
recorded the number. “I never said you were. It takes a lot 
to cut yourself like that.” 

This took Damion off-guard. 

The man continued, rather lax; “But it takes a lot more 
not to hurt yourself. To you, it’s easy to cut. | know.” 

Damion glanced up, catching Michael’s eye— 
understanding was there, camaraderie, like he actually did 
know. 

In response to that look, Michael smiled jocularly. “What? 
You think you’re the only person to ever hurt themselves?” 
Continuing, “For self-mutilating people, it takes more not to 
hurt yourself than it does to do it. Cutting’s the easy way 
out. You want to prove you’re in control? Try going without.” 

Speechless. 

Gesturing with his clipboard, Michael offered, “Eat and get 
some rest. You need it.” 


Chapter Twenty Nine 


James was scared as he walked through the sliding glass 
doors of the hospital several steps behind Angela. She 
hunted him down and demanded he come with her, she 
wouldn’t say where. When asked, the Latina replied, “Dom 
wants to see you.” It was like a death sentence. He hadn’t 
seen or spoken to Dom since that night two weeks ago— 
something he was thankful for. He’d cheated on girls and 
been the one girlfriends cheated with, but he knew this was 
different. It wasn’t some random girl he’d had sex with; it 
was Damion Adrik, the Satanic Freak, boyfriend of Dom Sal. 
No one on the team would even think of sleeping with 
another teammate’s girlfriend, but James had. It still made 
his head spin, knowing that Dom, as in Sal, Lucky Number 
Seven, star quarterback, liked guys. Liked Damion. Probably 
had sex with Damion. 

And this was the man he betrayed, with a gothic freak 
who'd rip his throat out as soon as look at him. He still 
couldn’t believe Damion and he had fucked. That was the 
only way to describe it, really; even he could not pretend, 
master of fraud that he was, it had been anything different. 
Damion used him, but whether it was simply for his own 
pleasure or for another reason he could not say, and wasn’t 
all that eager to find out. He’d tricked himself into believing 
that Dom and Damion hadn’t been together when he had 
sex with the goth; after all, Dom hadn’t been there. Maybe 
Dom got scared and left—God knows he would have. 

He was uneasy, walking into the hospital: he didn’t know 
why he was there. 
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Dom and Chance were sitting in the under-decorated 
waiting room next to a couple who looked to be in their late 
forties. All four of them seemed stressed, but none so much 
as Sal. 


Dom looked up as the two figures approached—James and 
Angela. He only wanted one. Before the pair even reached 
the waiting room, he was out of his seat. 

“Hey Dom,” Angela greeted, offering a sympathetic hug. 

He returned, “Hey,” before slipping away to face James. 
“C’mon,” he barked, making his way outside. It was an 
order, and James followed. 

Out in the cold winter air, breath rose vacantly into the 
gray light. Dom’s mind raced in a slow panic, still in half- 
Shock; he couldn’t believe this was happening. Things had 
gone from incredible to hell in two weeks—two weeks ago 
everything had been near perfect. Then the guys jumped 
Damion, and everything fell apart. The team started this. 
James started this. 

Dom found a corner of the brick wall where they could 
have a private conversation. Pausing as he stopped, Dom’s 
mind was a maze of questions, none of which he wanted the 
answers to. 

Finally, James asked, “What happened?” 

Dom’s eyes failed contact. “Damion hurt himself.” 

“Is he okay?” 

The concern sparked a defensive anger in Dom. “He said 
you had sex with him.” 

Shit. “...What did he tell you?” 

“That’s all he said.” 

James waited for more, but it didn’t come; Dom wanted 
him to talk. “Were you... Are you... y'know... together?” 

Dom's face was stone. “I don’t know.” 

It wasn’t the answer he expected. Another blanket of 
nothing slowly descended—Dom’s rocky silence forced 
James to speak. “It was the morning after... after we jumped 
him, when you were gone.” Pausing, “Why’d you leave?” 

“We had an argument.” 

Dom wanted nothing to do with him, and it made James 
all the more uneasy. “...He just... | d’know... attacked me.” 

Confusion. 


“| mean, | still don’t get it. One second he punches me, 
the next he’s got me pinned to the wall playing bump and 
grind hardcore.” 

Dom didn’t want to hear this—Damion’s body was sacred, 
had only ever been touched by him, only ever touched, felt 
him. It was part of what made the sex what it was; no one 
else had ever been in their bed, it was only them, alone, 
together. Now James was in that bed, and he didn’t know if 
he could touch Damion the same way again. 

“He hates me,” James confessed, still confused. 

“Then why'd he sleep with you?” 

“l don’t know.” Breathing, “I mean, ‘sleeping with’ 
doesn’t even describe it. He attacked me.” 

“He raped you?” 

Shame filled James’ face. “...Not exactly.” 

“So he attacked you, but you agreed.” 

Embarrassed at discussing it so frankly, he answered, 
“Yeah.” 

“Have you been tested?” 

Shame, “Yeah. I’m clean...” 

“Who was on top?” 

He was speechless a moment—did Sal just ask... 

“Was he?” 

Swallowing dryly, “Yeah...” 

Damion had done this, had slept with James in their bed. 
He’d ridden James, touched him, turned his way of loving 
Dom into a weapon to hurt himself and everyone else. 
James had trespassed on territory only Dom had ever seen, 
felt places the goth had promised only to him. Another 
promise, broken. 

“Look, Dom... I’m sorry...” 

Dom decked him. 

As James fell shocked on the pavement, Dom knew it was 
nothing compared to the shock and pain in his own chest. 
He was scared, so scared; the last time he talked to Damion, 
he’d been dying. He wanted to see him. He’d kill to see him. 


KKK K 


Damion awoke on his own around eight that night. 
Surprisingly, he was hungry—once he started eating, he 
realized how starved he was. His stomach may have shrunk, 
but it felt like a bottomless pit. 

He got another surprise when Michael walked through the 
door in street clothes, holding a pair of food-covered trays. 
“Hey,” the man greeted, sliding the table over Damion’s lap 
and setting the less full tray on it. 

Damion remained silent in confusion. 

Michael pulled over a chair, placing his tray on the end of 
the bed by Damion’s feet. 

“What are you doing?” the goth finally demanded. 

A small smile. “My shift’s over. | hope you don’t mind. It’s 
free dinner.” 

“Don’t you eat in the cafeteria?” 

Michael shrugged. “Usually, but | feel like company. And 
you're company.” 

A skeptical snort. 

Michael looked surprised. “Hey, it’s nice to have a real 
person around. You should see some of the people we get in 
here.” 

“| don’t want your god damn pity,” Damion barked, “You 
can take it and shove it—” 

“Whoa, whoa,” he cut off. “I’m not pulling a pity party. You 
don’t get pity.” 

“What?” 

Michael took a bite of lasagna. “You did this to yourself. 
You don’t get my pity.” 

This pleased Damion. “Then why are you here?” 

“I told you,”—another bite—“You’re good company.” 

He didn’t trust him. “How’d you know I had a boyfriend?” 

Another bite, though Damion’s dinner remained 
untouched. “I saw him in the lobby when I came in.” 

Not good enough. “He could have been a friend. Maybe 
he doesn’t even know me.” 


“I’ve been working here a while,” Michael half-smiled. “| 
can read people. | saw a guy, kind of bulky, brown hair, 
looking like he was going to throw up or scream. They can’t 
ever decide. Anyway, he had the ‘lover-in-the-ER’ look.” 

Skeptical. “Maybe his girlfriend was in a car accident.” 

Shaking his head, “No one here the right age. Plus, the 
other nurses were talking about it.” 

“What?” 

“Yeah,” he assured. “C’mon, nurses talk about patients. 
They said the guy followed you from the ER and wouldn’t 
leave.” 

It pained Damion to think of Dom. He’d hurt him so much, 
and wasn’t sure where they stood. 

“So,” Michael continued, “What happened?” 

Confusion settled in his neck. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean, you’ve got a guy who obviously cares about you 
down there, and you still slit your wrist and need a two liter 
blood transfusion and twenty plus stitches total with all the 
cuts on you. What happened?” 

It was strange, incredibly strange, but Damion trusted this 
man. Something in his demeanor, his face, gave the goth a 
sense of being home. He’d forgotten what that felt like; the 
last he’d felt that was with Dom, and that was a hell ago. 

He told Michael the truth from beginning to end, with the 
nurse interjecting comments or questions every now and 
then. He looked almost personally wounded when the goth 
told him about sleeping with James. When Damion finished, 
Michael paused in thought. Finally, wiping his mouth with a 
white napkin, he stated, “You’re an asshole.” 

Damion wasn’t expecting that. 

“You've got a boyfriend down there who'd give an arm 
and a leg to be with you, and you treat him like shit.” 

Speechless. 

“You're so obsessed with hurting yourself you can’t even 
see love when it gives up everything for you.” 

“But—” 


“And you go and sleep with a guy you hate just to hurt 
him. | saw Dom, and it’s killing him. This whole thing is 
killing him.” 

“| didn’t—” 

“You sit there and say how bad the football guys are, and 
James, but you’re even worse. At least you don’t love the 
one who’s hurting you. And that’s ten times deeper than 
someone who hates you.” 

Damion almost couldn’t handle it. 

Softer, Michael added, “Look, Damion, you’ve been 
screwed over—not everything is your fault. But | hope you 
didn’t expect me to lie to you. I’m your friend, and friends 
are honest. Even if it means calling you an asshole.” 

The goth wouldn’t look him in the eye. 

“You didn’t want a pity party, and I’m not giving you one. 
You got shafted, but you reacted like a jerk.” 

Damion knew it, had known it all along, but he didn’t 
think it would hurt this much. He knew he was a jackass, 
and had acted like one; he just didn’t expect to hear it from 
a friend—and that’s what Michael was. A friend. 

“And now he’s sitting there tearing himself to pieces just 
because you're scared of scaring him.” 

“I told you, | don’t want him to see—” 

“You don’t want him to see you in a hospital because you 
don’t want him to think you’re weak.” 

It was true. 

“Damion, you’re not weak. It takes a hell of a person to 
get through a shitty life, and both you and Dom had 
survived pretty good so far. Just ’cause you've got an IV in 
your arm doesn’t make you weak.” 

He wanted to see Dom so badly, his throat clenched and 
his gut felt like it was filled with lead. But... “I don’t need 
saving.” 

“I think he knows. If he made you call the ambulance...” 
Glancing down, “Do you want this pudding? I’m full.” 


Damion took it, suddenly realizing how weird this was— 
he’d known this man for less than a day. “Yeah, but | could 
have passed out before | made the call.” 

“And whose fault would that be?” 

He liked Michael; the guy didn’t bullshit. Conceding 
Slightly, “I’m not letting my parents in here.” 

Meeting him, “You don’t have to. It’s your choice...” He 
added with a small laugh, “But if you don’t let Dom up here, 
he'll probably explode.” 

For the first time in weeks, Damion smiled too, though 
inside he was nervous as hell—he was scared of seeing Dom 
again. 

Pushing the nurse call button, Damion took a breath. 

Seconds later a man in a white coat walked through the 
door. Damion couldn’t read his nametag. 

“Did you need something, Damion?” he asked. Seeing 
Michael, he added, “Hey, having dinner?” 

“Yeah,” the goth’s friend responded. “Lasagna.” 

Back to Damion, “You buzzed?” 

Damion swallowed. “Can you see if Dom Sal is here, and 
send him up?” 

The man smiled. “Sure.” To Michael, “See you at home.” 

As the other left, Damion asked, “Are you... and him...” 

Michael’s eyes laughed, but he didn’t respond. 

Finally Damion said, “I’m standing up.” 

“You'll be dizzy at first.” 

Cynical, “You think | give a fuck?” Sliding from under the 
sheets, he made sure his bandaged arms was okay before 
planting both feet solidly on the floor. 

Michael was right—he was dizzy at first, and he held onto 
the bed as the world faded to black and back again. He felt 
Michael’s hand steadying him, and anger sparked; he 
shoved it down. He didn’t need another feeling in his chest 
right now: he had enough as it was. 

His head and kinetics settled, and he was standing on his 
own two feet. A self-satisfied smile spread cockily across his 


face. “...Told you | could.” 

“I never doubted.” 

Damion detached the thin cord from the needle in his 
hand, which surprised Michael. 

“What?” the goth smirked. “You think you’re the only one 
who knows how to work those things?” 
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Dom was scared, terrified of seeing Damion. He’d been 
summoned by the receptionist and given directions—Mr. and 
Mrs. Adrik were ready to spit nails, not understanding why 
their own son wouldn’t want to see them. Taking the 
elevator up to the fifth floor, Dom thought he’d puke. Shock 
and panic had faded slightly, though he still felt as if a semi 
had hit him head on. Pain and jealousy and love and fear 
rolled in his chest and gut, and every muscle in his body 
was tense. Finally the door slid open, revealing a circular 
white hallway with a nurse’s center in the middle. Stepping 
out past the threshold, he must have looked like a deer in 
the headlights because a female nurse paused in her 
paperwork to look up and ask, “Are you Dom?” 

Confused, he was too nervous to speak; he nodded. 

“Third door on the left,” she informed. 

Dom shook as he followed the directions. 

Damion looked up as a figure walked through the door. 
Instantly his stomach fell. 

Michael turned, halting what he had been saying; seeing 
Dom, feeling the tension in the air, he softly stepped out of 
the way. “See you around,” he told Damion, then slipped out 
the door. 

Dom stood looking at Damion for one agonizingly long 
minute—his boyfriend looked... normal. Dom had been so 
scared he’d look like he had last night, grey, cadaverous, 
dead. He didn’t. Thin, perhaps, and exhausted—his eyes 
held the quality Dom had seen before they were together, 
like he was paranoid—but normal. 


Fear was rampant in Damion’s mind; the silence was 
deafening, and Dom looked so tired, worn, like he’d been hit 
by a car. He knew he’d gotten what he wanted when he 
shoved James to the bedroom—he’d hurt Dom deeper than 
he’d ever been hurt in his life. 

Then Dom walked up to Damion and pulled him into a 
hug. 

The goth responded, holding on tight, so tight. He 
couldn't let go. “God, Dom...” he breathed, “I’m so sorry...” 

Tears slipped down Dom’s face, and he said nothing; 
holding him close, arms tight, it felt as if he could resolve 
everything by saying nothing. How could he express the 
terror and helplessness that had invaded his mind? How 
could he express the utter relief of seeing the goth again, 
knowing his faith had not been in vain? 

“I missed you,” Damion confessed. 

“I was so scared...” The words were thick; Dom’s throat 
kept clenching. “Il was so scared...” It forced more silent 
tears. 

Damion held Dom as he wept in pain and relief. His arms 
were just as strong as the jock’s, and always would be. Hell 
had taught him that. 

“I shouldn’t have left like that,” the jock managed, feeling 
the solidness, the reality of the body in his arms; it didn’t 
matter who else had been with him—nothing could take that 
intimacy away. “...| missed you so much...” 

There were no words to describe Dom’s voice, and 
Damion pulled back, seeing trails of tears on the weary face. 
Trying to maintain a steady voice, he repeated, “I had sex 
with James.” 

All the things James said flew through Dom’s 
overwhelmed mind, the details he never wanted to know, 
but had demanded. It was a knife in his back, a pain that 
could not be healed by words. “I talked to him.” 

Damion stood solid, ready to receive whatever came. 
“Dom, I... I’m sorry... | didn’t...” | didn’t know it would hurt 


this much. “I just... | was angry...” No amount of tears or 
apologies could release the weight he felt, the power of guilt 
in his chest. Sometimes the pain is too great for tears and 
too deep for words, and he’d thought the only escape was 
to cause more pain. But as Dom pulled him into another, 
solid hug, Damion knew it wasn’t true: it was breathing. 
Engulfed in Dom’s arms, knowing his presence was just as 
tangible as the jock’s, he simply breathed. 

Dom held Damion as the minutes passed, wrapped in 
silence. It was so good just to feel him, sense his chest rise 
and fall, feel his existence. Finally, he loosened the grip, 
meeting Damion face to face, expressing what he’d realized 
the last two weeks: “I love you.” 

Overwhelmed, Damion felt awkward for one fleeting 
moment. Then he leaned in, pressing a kiss to Dom’s lips. It 
was earnest, as full of apologies as he could make it. “I love 
you too,” he murmured against the jock’s mouth. 

Dom kissed him again—it wasn’t salacious or playful, but 
mourning what had been lost and accepting what had been 
gained. It was the jock accepting the goth where he was, 
and the goth accepting the jock where he was. It was both 
refusing to drown. 


Chapter Thirty 


Damion awoke the next morning to find Dom staring 
contentedly at his face. The jock had slept in the bed with 
him; it was against the rules, but by the time the nurse 
noticed, the pair were already asleep, and Damion seemed 
fine. She checked on them periodically, just to make sure, 
and neither moved all night, exhausted, the goth on his 
back and Dom on his side next to him. 

Now, seeing Dom’s face backed by the gray winter light, 
Damion’s brow furrowed in confusion. “What?” 

“...You’re hot in scrubs.” 

Damion would have smacked him if he didn’t have an IV 
needle in his hand. As it was, he growled, “You wanna fuck 
in a hospital bed?” 

“Maybe. If you promise not to rip my throat out.” 

Confusion. 

“You scared James shitless.” As understand bloomed in 
Damion’s eye, he added, “He says you attacked him.” 

The goth smirked smugly. “Jealous?” 

“Maybe,” he tried to keep the tone light, though the 
goth’s words brought to the surface the emotions of last 
night. “You never attack me.” 

“I might be able to arrange something...” Leaning in, his 
lios found Dom’s, pressing close... “Shit!” he jumped when 
Dom seized his sides, tickling him relentlessly. “Stop!” he 
tried through laughter, “Stop!” 

Dom did, smirking, “What? So now you're fragile?” 

Damion was grateful for the side rail—he’d almost fallen 
off. “No.” 

At that moment Michael walked through the door wearing 
his white coat, carrying a stethoscope and compressor. 
Seeing them, “Alright, Dom, out of the bed.” 

Sitting up all the way, the jock looked confused. “Who are 
you?” 


“Michael. I’m your boyfriend’s nurse for the afternoon.” 

Dom was surprised at the insinuation, though he probably 
Shouldn’t have been. After all, he’d been laying in Damion’s 
bed. 

“Afternoon?” the goth puzzled. “What time is it?” 

Michael slid the compressor up Damion’s arm. “About 
three o’clock. Time for you both to eat.” 

Damion hated being under the dictation of others. 

And Michael sensed it. Finishing the blood pressure 
routine, he informed, “You pass the Psych Eval test and 
you’re out of here tonight.” 

Vaguely Dom wondered who was still down in the waiting 
room. Mr. and Mrs. Adrik had said they’d go home for the 
night, and he told Chance that if he didn’t come back down 
he should go home, too—if nothing else, Angela would have 
forced. Then he realized Michael had been in Damion’s last 
night, in street clothes. “Psych Eval?” 

“Psychological Evaluation;” he recorded the results on the 
clipboard. “He just has to convince them he’s not going to 
try and kill himself again.” 

“It’s easy,” Damion scoffed. “I did it before, no problem.” 

Somehow, that fact scared Dom. 

“They'll just recommend a shrink and send me home.” 

“Are you sure?” the jock asked. 

“Last time | slit both wrists on purpose and locked myself 
in the bathroom, and they still passed me.” 

Michael looked concerned, admitting, “They’re not as 
careful as they should be. So long as he’s not endangering 
anyone else, it’s not their problem.” Smiling slightly, “We 
just had to hold you long enough to make sure there weren’t 
complications, which there haven’t been. You should be 
set.” 

“Are my parents still here?” 

“Came in about an hour ago, asking to see you.” He hung 
the clipboard at the end of the bed. “They’re still waiting.” 


Dom interjected, “They were pretty mad when you said 
you didn’t want to see them.” 

“Good,” he growled, “Maybe they’ll face reality and 
leave.” 

Reading the goth’s voice, Dom set his hand on Damion’s, 
giving him something tangible to anchor his pain. 

“Alright, lover boy,” Michael cajoled, “Out of bed and 
down to the cafeteria.” 

Color flushed Dom’s cheeks, and as the nurse 
disappeared into the hallway, he asked, “You never told me 
about him.” 

Deadpanned, Damion shifted his right arm. “I met him 
yesterday.” 

This startled Dom—the goth had been so familiar with 
Michael, like he trusted him. Remembering how he had 
betrayed Damion’s trust, Dom paused... He should have told 
his boyfriend last night; “Damion...” 

The severity in Dom’s voice made the goth glance over, 
attention given. 

Dom took a deep breath. “...| need to tell you...” 

Blank stare. 

It was hard—everything he’d ever been taught told him to 
keep this secret; he was supposed to be strong, be the man. 
Sexual assault wasn’t exactly strong. 

But then a memory met him: Damion’s face when he 
finally talked about Adi. Damion had given him so much, 
from his virginity to the most private details of his life. The 
goth deserved to hear this. 

“Look, Damion...” He began, “...I didn’t really... | lied.” 

Damion continued to remain mute, waiting. 

And his gaze made Dom uncomfortable. “At the party, the 
night | came to your house...” Deep breath, staring at the 
goth’s hand. “James... kind of... jumped me. And groped 
me...” Shame. “A lot.” 

“I know.” 


He caught Damion’s gaze—it was completely calm, 
settled. 

“You knew?” 

Damion smiled gently. “I| made James tell me, when I took 
him home... It hurt like hell | heard it from him, and not 
you.” 

Dom looked away. 

“I knew something happened, even before that. You're 
not that hard to figure out.” 

The jock wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or offended. 

“I mean, the way you acted that night, and James laying 
off you after that...” 

Oh. “Why didn’t you say something?” 

“I knew you’d come around sooner or later,” he smiled 
sadly. “You always do.” 

This added an entirely new dimension to his perception of 
Damion and their relationship. He caught a glimpse of the 
Damion who'd kept James’ secret for years, who’d played 
basketball and decorated a Christmas tree. It was amazing, 
enthralling. 

“Now go get breakfast,” the goth ordered. 
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Chance just arrived, and Dom picked him up on the way 
to the cafeteria—carefully avoiding Mr. and Mrs. Adrik. They 
looked angry, annoyed, concerned, and deeply disturbed. 
Dom asked Chance about it and all he would say was, “They 
brought him clothes to go home in,” which he carried; the 
couple knew they wouldn’t be seeing their son while he had 
anything to say about it. 

Chance helped him carry the two trays up to the ICU floor, 
and when they stepped through the door, Damion’s face 
darkened. 

“What the hell is he doing here?” the goth demanded. 

It was odd, seeing Damion out of black clothes, sitting in 
a hospital bed. The fluorescent lights washed him out, and 
his eyes seemed indistinct without the charcoal outline. But 


past appearance, his presence was the same, and it grated 
Chance’s nerves. “I helped him with the trays,” he offered, 
trying to sound friendly. 

It didn’t work. “Alright, you helped, now leave.” 

“Hon,” Dom interjected, “C’mon. You really wanna leave 
him down there with your parents?” He rolled the table over 
Damion’s lap and set a full tray on it. “They look ready to kill 
someone.” 

Good. “They deserve each other.” 

“They saw your room,” Chance added, pulling up the 
chair Dom ordained. 

Confusion, then understanding bloomed on Damion’s 
features. “Shit...” 

Dom looked bewildered. “What’s in your room?” 

Nothing. 

Dom looked from one silent face to the other. “Damion...” 

Finally the goth gave, “...l kinda... drank.” 

“Drank?” Chance led. 

“| ..A lot,” he finished. 

Dom didn’t like this. “How much is a lot?” 

“A lot.” 

“They said you had a bathtub full of empty bottles.” It 
would be a lie to say Chance didn’t enjoy exposing this. 
“And your room was like a recycling bin.” 

“They told you that?” the goth demanded. 

“I overheard.” 

Damn it. 

“How much?” Dom’s surprised fueled his frustration. 

His boyfriend paused, desperately wanting to save Dom 
more pain. As always, the jock’s innocence made shame 
take his viscera; in honesty, he confessed, “...| don’t know.” 

“You don’t know.” 

“I... | can’t remember. | paid Terissa in hundreds. Hard 
liquor.” 

Hundreds. Hard liquor. “What else?” he demanded. 

Damion paused. “...What?” 


Dom couldn’t look him in the eye; he stared at his 
bandaged wrist. “What else is happening that | don’t know 
about.” 

It hurt. “Dom...” 

“What else!” 

“1...” the goth felt helpless. “I lost control,” he explained. 

Dom remained silent, demanding more. 

“...| dropped acid,” he finally gave up. 

“How much.” 

He didn’t want to do this. “...Almost nonstop, this last 
week.” 

Painful silence. 

Finally, “What does it do to you?” he asked. He didn’t 
know enough about drugs to understand. 

Damion refused to answer, and Chance stepped in. “It 
gives you a trip, you know, hallucinations and stuff. Your 
brain starts bleeding, so it freaks out. You can get some 
pretty weird stuff.” 

Dom looked over to Damion, afraid to ask, “What did it do 
to you?” 

Why was Dom making him do this, especially in front of 
Chance? “I d’know... Spiders... bodies... Adi...” 

Dom's eyes darted up. “Adi?” 

Swallowing uncomfortably. “Dead, most times.” 

Jesus Christ. 

“...| used to do it, before we were together... | stopped...” 
He didn’t mention that he still saw things—black widows, 
dark umbrae without shape, snakes—without the drugs, on 
rare occasions. At least, not in front of Chance. 

The fact that the goth hadn’t done acid while they were 
together comforted Dom slightly, and it explained the eerie 
quality in Damion’s eyes. He wanted to hold him, protect 
him; he hated to think of Damion alone in that massive 
house, seeing things that weren't real. 

“Dom...” 


He looked up from their entwined hands to Damion’s face 
—it was calm, restrained. 

“| did this.” 

Breathing, he nodded. “I’m sorry you felt you had to.” 

An uneasy pause descended, and finally Dom rose, 
excusing himself to the bathroom—he went to the public 
ones down the hall. 

Once the jock was out of earshot, the anger Damion had 
Suppressed burst forth; he rounded on Chance. “Good job, 
asshole.” 

Chance was ready. “You weren’t gonna tell him about the 
booze?” 

“You could’ve waited until | was out of the hospital.” 

The goth had a point, but Chance wouldn’t concede. “He 
needed to know.” 

“You like that don’t you,” he snarled. “Saint Chance 
exposing the Freak?” 

“What?” 

Damion’s eyes were blazing. “You never liked me!” 

“Why should I?” he burst. “You turned my best friend 
gay!” 

“| didn’t turn him gay and you know it,” he snapped. 
“Dom was gay before he met me and he'll be gay even if | 
leave.” 

“You tricked him!” Chance barked. “You got him high just 
so you could ride his ass!” 
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Dom walked through the door to find both men consumed 
with ire. 

Seeing him, Damion rose, feeling the need to prove 
himself; dizziness took his skull, but he ignored it, and by 
the time he reached his boyfriend, it was gone. 

Dom was confused. “Hon, what...” 

Damion leaned in and kissed him, deepening it, 
prolonging it past a simple greeting. He would show Chance 


just how things were—the jock would know that Dom was 
his, and nothing he could do would stop that. 

Color instantly flushed Chance’s cheeks, and he glanced 
away—he’d never seen them kiss, really kiss, before. Their 
conversation pushed the goth’s actions past uncomfortable 
to unjustifiable. It irked him, and ignited rage in his eyes: 
Damion was manipulating him, just like he manipulated 
Dom. He thought they were happy, that the goth loved his 
friend, but that lie had been shattered—Damion didn’t love 
Dom. Damion didn’t love anyone, maybe not even himself. 
He was the Freak, Satanic and cruel. And now this obvious 
display of dominance threatened to break Chance. 

Finally the goth pulled back, smiling at the surprise in 
Dom’s eyes. “I love you.” 

Dom understood there had been a disagreement, and 
knew Damion was asserting something; it didn’t faze him. “l 
love you, too.” 

Chance looked ready to kill. 


Chapter Thirty One 


That night Damion stood solid, eyeliner thick and clothing 
black; but for once, he had no frown to accompany it. 
Nervousness clenched his stomach—standing before the 
mirror alone, he could let the wall in his eyes fall. He’d never 
been able to, back when he was scared; it had been the 
unnamable presence within him, gnawing at his sternum, 
and he’d never let it show in his eyes. He’d never let anyone 
see his true form because he couldn’t take anymore 
uncontrolled pain. Now he was standing on the edge of a 
cliff, and he didn’t know if jumping would kill him. But he 
knew he wanted to try. 
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Dom turned when he heard the bathroom door open 
behind him—Damion had changed out of scrubs and now 
looked like his old self; as commando boots hit the tile floor, 
Dom looked up with a smile. Chance had gone back 
downstairs at Dom’s suggestion while Damion was in the 
bathroom: he needed a minute alone with his boyfriend. 

Damion’s clear eyes shone in the fluorescent lights, and 
Dom slid his arms around the goth’s waist, pressing a gentle 
kiss to his mouth. The lip rings now felt as natural as 
breathing. 

“You okay?” he asked. 

Damion’s gaze wandered, glancing over the shirt collar 
around Dom’s neck, his shoulders. “How are you doing?” he 
brushed aside the jock’s question, pensively threading his 
words. 

“I’m fine...” He tried to catch Damion’s gaze with no 
SUCCESS. 

Finally, “I’m sorry you got kicked out.” 

They’d talked about it, but found no resolution. “I know... 
John’s just... He’s difficult.” 

He wasn’t listening, only breathing. “I love you.” 


“Damion...” 

An earnest kiss met him, as if the goth were trying to find 
something. “...Do you love me?” 

He was overly sensitive around Damion’s bandaged arm— 
they’d offered the goth painkillers, but he refused. Pain 
wasn’t a concern; Dom still tried to be careful. “...What’s 
wrong?” he asked. 

Damion kissed him again, slipping his tongue into Dom’s 
mouth, and the jock recognized the moment—Damion 
needed something, needed the reassurance of solidarity, 
because he couldn’t trust simple words, he never could. 
When Damion needed support, this was his mode; so he 
kissed back, reassuring. 

Finally the goth pulled away. “I want my parents to know 
about us.” 

The sheer power of the statement hit Dom in an instant. 
They’d never considered it—such an idea was an immediate 
negative, more by Damion’s insistence than anything. This 
could mean... so many things, so many different scenarios. 
They could disown Damion completely, it could make his 
mother worse. God, this was... insane. “Now?” was all he 
could ask. 

A deep breath. His eyes wandered across Dom’s face. “l 
don’t give a fuck if they like it or not, it doesn’t matter. But | 
want them to know.” 

“They could kick you out...” 

A snort. “I’ve got a personal bank account they can’t 
touch.” 

“Damion...” The goth wouldn’t look him in the eye. 
“Hon...” 

Finally his eyes met Dom's, and he found doubt. 

“This won’t make them love you.” 

“I| don’t care if they love me or not,” he said, lying 
through his teeth. “I want them to face reality.” 

Dom hesitated, afraid. “Are you sure?” 


The goth kissed him again, hard. He wasn’t sure, but that 
didn’t matter. 

Dom inhaled deeply, then nodded. 
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Chance rose when he saw his best friend step out of the 
elevator. Then he halted. The pair were standing close, too 
close, carrying their bodies in a way he’d only ever seen 
them use in private, and their two hands were entangled. In 
a public place. 

Dom’s gut was in knots—he saw as if in slow motion the 
Surprise open in Chance’s eyes. Then the goth’s parents saw 
Chance on his feet; they, too, rose and turned. Every inch of 
Skin, his hand and arm, connected with Damion’s were 
oversensitive, and he felt exposed, as if they’d caught him 
naked in the shower. 

Damion wore a stoic, impenetrable frown. The 
nervousness causing nausea in his stomach lay buried 
under what felt as only a thin layer of protection, a mask; 
there was not a trace of emotion on his face, as always in 
his dealings with the ones who bore him. He would do this 
for himself, and he kept repeating in his head, their reaction 
doesn’t mean shit. 

He knew he was lying to himself. 

Finally they reached the waiting room, stepping onto the 
blue speckled carpet, presenting himself to the three people 
waiting. 

A moment passed, everyone standing as stone in the 
waiting room of Carnegie Hospital. Mr. Adrik glanced from 
the two men’s entwined hands to his son’s unreadable face 
to Dom’s uneasy visage; Chance shifted, unsure what to do 
—it seemed as if he were watching a paper glass ball fall to 
the tile, and he could do nothing to catch it. This was going 
to explode. 

“Damion,” his father said, even and controlled, “You’ve 
made your point. But it’s over. You’re going home.” 


Mrs. Adrik quavered, “Dom, I’m sorry you got involved in 
this...” 

Her husband concurred. “You don’t have to play along 
with him.” 

Anger flared in Damion’s eyes. “Dom is my boyfriend.” 

The man continued, “Son, Damion is manipulative and | 
won't let him control your life. You’re better than that.” 

Dom didn’t know what to Say. 

“| fucked him,” Damion added, deadpanned, “in my bed 
at home.” 

Mr. Adrik didn’t want to hear this. “Damion, we’ve had 
enough. Stop this ridiculous charade.” 

“Dad, I’m gay,” his voice rose, on the verge of snapping. 
“I like guys.” 

“This is ridiculous,” he matched. “You need to see a 
psychiatrist. You are mentally ill and need help.” 

“| love him,” the goth stated as Dom slid an arm around 
his waist. 

“You're sick, honey,” his mother tried, on the edge of 
tears. “We'll get your help!” 

Damion had stepped off the cliff and now found himself 
hurtling toward the abyssal bottom. “I love him,” he 
asserted desperately. 

Dom had taken all he could. “Mr. A, he’s telling the truth. 
I’m his boyfriend.” 

“Dom, don’t indulge him—” 

“But—” 

“I won't let him control you.” 

The jock decided, then deliberately turned to Damion and 
kissed him, making a public display of their relationship; 
people stared, but it didn’t matter. Chance glanced away, 
once more coloring. Dom dominated the kiss with a hand at 
the small of the goth’s back. 

Mr. Adrik instantly responded, “Damion, get your hands 
off of him! We’ve had enough of this!” 


"m 


Damion didn’t: everything seemed bearable when he was 
kissing Dom. Though now, he fought to keep from 
exploding. 

“Damion Rey, Adi would never—” 

The goth pulled away, combusting in pain no amount of 
blood solved—without a word he shoved through the exit 
doors. 
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Damion walked hurriedly out towards the parking lot 
under the glare of streetlights, trying to escape before he 
broke down completely. 

Mr. Adrik emerged through the automatic sliding doors 
and instantly followed, chasing his son. “Damion, stop! 
Stop!” 

The goth rounded, just on the fringe of the florescent 
lights. “Damn it, Dad, I’m a fag! I’m a cutter! | just spent the 
last two weeks drunk and tripping on LSD!” 

He saw darkness nearly consuming his son and refused to 
believe it. “Damion, you’ve made your point, but it’s over! 
Your lies are over! We're going home!” 

His father was thoroughly illuminated, down to the anger 
and fear in his eyes. The others had followed, and halted 
several yards behind Mr. Adrik when they heard the 
dialogue. 

“What do you want from me!” the goth screamed. 

Solid, afraid. “I want you to start thinking rationally and 
acting your age.” 

“I’m not Adi!” 

“Stop being so selfish!” 

“Dad, look at me!” It was a plea, desperate. “Look at 
me!” 

He couldn’t—he was scared to; for so long he’d rested in 
the security that Damion was good, like Adi; either that or 
truly a sociopath. He was comfortable in his reality. After a 
pause, he said shakily, “We're going home.” 


Damion made his decision. Stepping fully into the light, 
he unwound the gauze bandage covering his lower right 
arm, and as it slid away, the stitches were exposed, multiple 
long gashes held together with wire, his wrist the worst of 
all. He pulled his glove off the other hand, and then, 
ignoring the pain, pulled the black A-shirt over his head, 
letting it fall at his feet. 

Mr. Adrik stood stunned—scars crisscrossed his son’s 
arms and torso, deep and harsh, some so deep it seemed 
impossible. There were fresh cuts, too, still unhealed; they 
looked so severe, he could not comprehend them. It seemed 
as if his son had sacrificed himself to an unknown god. 

“Dad,” his voice was shaking—Dom’s eyes behind his 
father shone with pain and pride—“I’ve smoked weed and 
taken LSD for four years.” 

No. 

“That time | broke my arm, | didn’t fall down the stairs. | 
broke it myself.” 

It wasn’t—couldn’t be—true. 

“I’ve cut myself since | was nine.” 

It scared him. 

“I’m a fag, and Dom is my boyfriend. We had sex, in my 
bed at home, while you were upstairs.” 

A deafening pause as Mr. Adrik tried to process the 
information. 

“Look at me!” the goth screamed. “Look at me!” 

And then, as if for the first time, Victor Adrik saw his son: 
a cutter who'd tried to drink and drug himself to death, a 
man who loved another man, a boy who had been 
consumed from the inside out. This was Damion—this was 
his son. What had happened to the laughing boy he used to 
carry around on his shoulders, the boy who wanted to be a 
marine biologist when he grew up? Victor couldn't 
remember the day that boy had slipped from existence. 
Suddenly the back of his throat clenched. “Damion...” 


The goth stood ready for the worst, trying to maintain the 
Shield that would guard him from what his father would say. 

“Son, I...” He couldn’t speak. “...I’m sorry...” He was 
coming to a harsh reality: this was a stranger standing 
before him, slashed with scars. He didn’t know this boy. This 
man. He was looking at a stranger. “Damion...” 

Standing before his father, the goth asserted, “I don’t 
want you to love me. | just wanted you to know.” 

It crushed Victor. “What do you want me to do?” 

Was this really happening? Was his father actually asking 
him what he wanted? “I want you to see. I’m not Adi. | never 
was, and never will be. So stop pretending | am.” 

“| didn’t—” 

“| hate you,” he asserted, calm and controlled. 

His mother choked. “Don’t say that, honey...” 

Damion’s gaze darted to her tear-stained face. “It’s the 
truth.” 

“Son...” Victor began. 

“Don’t call me son,” he growled. “You haven’t ever done it 
before, so don’t start now. Things aren’t going to change 
just because you know I’m a fag.” 

The last word hit Victor’s ears hard. Finally, “I’m glad you 
told me.” 

Dom stepped to his boyfriend’s side, clasping the naked 
hand to his. “Mr. A... We didn’t want to lie to you...” 

Something solidified just below Victor’s ribcage. “It seems 
there’s been a lot of lying.” 

The woman, “...l’m so glad you told us...” Slowly, almost 
afraid, Julian Adrik stepped forward to hug her son. She was 
scared of the scars, but would not let that keep her from her 
child. “I was so afraid we’d lose you...” 

Chance stood where he’d begun, watching the family; he 
didn’t belong in that moment, and he observed with 
curiosity—he finally began to comprehend how deep this 
situation was, how complex. Dom hadn’t lied: everything 
was perfect, and everything was hell. 


Chapter Thirty Two 


Damion rented a hotel suite that night and invited Dom— 
the goth couldn’t bring himself to go home, to resign 
himself. He knew what would meet him at home, in his 
room, in every corner of the house. For years the memories 
battered him, and with these last two weeks added to 
those... He’d let Dom drive, fearful of what would happen 
should he see something unbidden. He was still fighting the 
fear and pain, and could not handle returning to the 
threshold of it all, not yet. 

Victor and Julian had extreme qualms about their son 
spending the night in a hotel with a person he’d admitted to 
having sex with—a man he’ had sex with and showed no 
sign of ceasing sexual relations with. But in the end they 
had no choice in the matter, as was always the case: 
Damion never asked permission anymore. They watched 
with broken illness as he drove away with his boyfriend. 

Dom insisted Chance accompany them—after that scene 
at the hospital he desired to remain discreet; the kiss had 
been necessary, in his sight, but now he wanted to fade to 
subtlety. Well, as subtle as Damion and he could be. 

Chance, wary of spending an entire evening alone with 
the Freak, asked Angela to come with them; she agreed, but 
would not be spending the night. The latina insisted on 
keeping her virginity and her reputation. 

The suite was expensively nice, and spacious, almost 
bigger than Dom’s house—the kitchen had a six-seat cherry 
table and a chandelier, and a massive sitting area complete 
with a couch, two armchairs, and a big screen television. 
Two doors led off to bedrooms on the right. 

Angela marveled at the quality of the suite: she didn’t 
want to think about how much this place would cost. 
Damion was lucky as all get out if he could just blow money 


like that. Then she caught sight of his bandaged arm, and 
wasn’t so sure. 

Both Chance and Dom immediately placed their bags in 
the respective rooms, and Damion went out on the balcony 
to smoke—all had seen the exhausted glint in his eye 
produced by the scene at the hospital, and the defeated 
quality about his face. Both Dom and he were taciturn, still 
recovering from the entire incident, and as the jock returned 
to the living space, he saw his boyfriend out on the porch; 
distantly he was reminded of the morning two weeks ago 
when Damion sat out on the wrought iron chair, empty like a 
glass bottle; he no longer saw the goth as such. He 
understood now that after such intensity, Damion needed 
time to breathe and find himself again. Maybe if he’d left 
the goth alone that morning, allowed him to gather himself 
and let his own anger cool, the outcome might have been 
different. Neither had been in their right minds, and Dom 
knew now that as much as it hurt, he could not help the 
goth through every moment of his pain: sometimes Damion 
needed to be alone. Dom and the two others took seats on 
the couch and ordered a movie. 
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Halfway through the film Angela rose to fill a glass of 
water—vaguely her eyes caught the form on the balcony. 

Damion was leaning with both forearms on the high 
railing, lax and tense in the same moment. Smoke filled his 
lungs in deep breaths, calming the intensity within; pain 
shot from his bandaged arm to his head, but he didn’t 
change position, because the lightning flashes of sensation 
cleared his mind. The stars shone like snow dust spread 
across a black void, and the memory of his father’s face— 
shocked, scared, sick—flowed through his head like water. 

The door opened behind, and by the click of heels he 
knew it was the woman. He’d seen her in the halls, walking 
with Chance. He hated her, too. After all, cheerleaders were 
almost as bad as jocks, and even more stupid because they 


dated them. She’d walk past, never quite glaring at him, 
swinging her long dark hair; she wasn’t one of those girls 
that obsessed over beauty, but her hair was her pride—it 
was always in some new style, first cut long, then shorter, 
then pulled up in a complicated bun, then simply loose. 

Silence remained as she hung back; he suddenly felt self- 
conscious of his bandaged arm, then angry of the fact. “I’m 
not a circus sideshow,” he growled venomously. 

This startled Angela—she’d never actually spoken with 
the Freak before, or heard his voice. It was guarded, but had 
a fluid quality to it; if it weren’t so harsh, he might have 
been pleasant to listen to. 

“Get your fucking cheerleader ass back inside.” 

The comment took her off guard. “...Why do you not like 
me?” she asked. 

He hadn’t turned on the porch light, and the only 
illumination came through the windows behind. “You're 
boyfriend’s a jackass.” 

Receiving this, she stepped forward to the railing, several 
feet from the goth. “So’s yours.” 

Anger flared in Damion’s eyes. “And why’s that?” 

Staring out on the city—“He played Christine and cheated 
on her, and lied and blew her off.” 

“She deserved it,” he snarled. 

“Christine was with Dom a hundred percent on 
everything. She cared about him.” 

“She wasn’t his type.” 

A pause. “She was...” 

“Then | sold his soul to the devil and beat him into being 
my sex slave.” 

Angela had heard what people were saying around 
school, especially these last two days when both Damion 
and Dom had been absent together; she heard the 
animosity in his voice. “...Is it true?” 

“What?” 

“Is it true, about you, worshipping...” 


Her face was full, beautiful in its own way; Damion didn’t 
care. “Would it make a difference?” 

Silence. 

“Would it matter if | told you | sold my soul to Satan and 
have a chamber in my basement where | sacrifice cats and 
drink their blood?” 

No answer. 

“If | told you I really was a sadistic schizo and used my 
money to buy myself out of the psych ward and a 
straightjacket?” 

She didn’t know how to respond. 

“.,.People don’t give a fuck if it’s true or not. They believe 
what they want to believe.” 

The woman knew he was right, and it caused tension in 
her mind. They stood in silent darkness; Damion flicked the 
smoked butt away and lighter-clicked another into being. 
Softly Angela watched the pale visage appraise the town 
below, wondering how it understood the world. 

“Y know,” the goth finally exhaled in smoke, “The only 
reason Dom lied to Christine was because he was scared to 
hurt her.” 

A small, warm smile. “I always knew his heart was too 
big.” 

This pleased him. “...Yeah... | told him to drop the bitch.” 

Unsure. 

“... Dom didn’t ask her out Knowing he was gay.” 

She accepted this with a small pause, then a nod. 
Stillness descended upon them, and finally she mustered, 
“When did you know? That you were gay?” 

Damion expelled a stream of smoke. “The day | wanted to 
kiss my best friend.” 

“Who was your friend?” 

“Why do you care?” 

Considering, she shrugged, “...| d’know.” 

He paused, filling his lungs while thinking, remembering. 
Finally, “...lt was at my old school, before we moved... | told 


him | liked him, and he never talked to me again.” 

Oh... 

“.,.He told everybody | tried to kiss him.” 

“How old were you?” 

He felt her hand light on his back, and it irked him. “Ten.” 

Angela liked Damion—she felt comfortable around him. 
“Is that why you... hurt... yourself?” 

A small, mocking smile. “Yeah... Something like that.” 
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Angela emerged from the balcony several minutes later, 
taking her seat beside Chance. Her boyfriend looked at her 
rather quizzically as something tightened in his chest. 
Damion wasn’t going to steal his girlfriend’s friendship, too: 
he would make sure of that. Angela could handle herself, 
but the goth gave no mercy. If he wanted her, who knew? 
Chance rested an arm across her shoulders, uneasy in her 
time spent with the Freak. 

Damion stepped through the sliding glass door when he 
was ready, glancing at the television before making his way 
to the kitchen counter in silence. 

Dom saw. He rose and joined his boyfriend, sliding his 
arms around Damion’s waist from behind as the goth 
scrutinized the restaurant menu. 

“...You Okay?” he asked softly in his unpierced ear. 

Damion had relaxed into the embrace, placing his hands 
on Dom’s at his middle. “Yeah...” 

Angela had never seen two men so close, or Dom so close 
to another man—he eyes wandered, trying not to stare. 
Chance ignored the scene entirely. 

“..,.How are you doing?” the goth returned, hearing the 
weariness in Dom’s voice. 

The jock smiled. “...!’m okay... | had Angela pick up 
something for you on the way over...” 

Confusion darkened Damion’s brow. “...What?” 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small clear 
plastic bag, holding it out before him. “I’d seen it before, but 


wasn’t Sure...” 

The goth took it, gently realizing—it was a tongue ring. A 
Celtic knotwork tongue ring. 

The sticker attached to the bag read: LIFE. 

Dom said nothing, only smiled as Damion removed it from 
the bag, detaching the base. The jock’s chest expanded like 
a filled void when his boyfriend reached into his mouth and 
took out the skull, replacing it then and there with hope. 
When it was finished, Damion returned the smile, turning his 
head to press a small kiss to Dom’s lips. 

“l love you...” the goth murmured. In that moment, he 
felt at peace—even Chance’s enmity reflected off him easily. 

“Y'know,” Dom's voice turned taunting, nodding to the 
wet skull. “That’s sick.” 

“You scared of my spit?” Damion laughed back. 

He squeezed the goth’s side, making him jolt. “Maybe.” 

Damion slid the skull into his pocket, Knowing he would 
keep it; he couldn’t forget his past pain that way, though 
he’d never wear it again. Raising his voice to include 
everyone, he turned, “I’m ordering food. What do you all 
want?” 

“You paying?” Angela asked in a joke. 

Serious, “Yeah.” 

2K KKK 

That night, as Dom stood before the bathroom sink in his 
room, brushing his teeth, the goth approached in boxers and 
his tank top. Damion stood there for several moments, 
ignoring the bathtub, and watched the other in such a 
menial task that he found strangely pleasing. 

“Are you going to stay at the McKenney’s, y’know, for 


good?” 

Dom heard the question, the offer, in his boyfriend’s 
voice. Spitting, he answered, “I d’know. They're like 
family...” 


“.,.He’s not the only one who cares about you...” the goth 
tried. 


Dom knew what he was asking, but he wasn’t sure of the 
answer, and used the excuse of rinsing to not respond 
immediately. He wiped his mouth with a towel; eventually, 
“Let’s sleep on it, okay hon?” 

Damion’s hope fell slightly at Dom’s hesitance—he 
wanted to help his boyfriend, and the jock had mentioned 
how tight it was at Chance’s house... He shrugged it off, 
knowing Dom was right. It wasn’t a decision to be made all 
at once. “You think you’re sleeping?” 

Dom tossed the towel down on the counter. “You just had 
a two-liter blood transfusion, and | just spent the entire 
night up worrying about it. We’re sleeping.” 

Damion smiled, knowing it wasn’t true. They both needed 
this. 
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Chance lay in bed in the dark, trying to sleep; it was hard, 
knowing the goth and Dom were together in the room next 
door. It wasn’t even that a man was in the room with Dom— 
it was that the man was Damion. 

He was almost asleep when he heard a soft bump against 
the wall above his head, the wall connected with Dom and 
Damion’s room. It was followed by another, like something 
hitting it slightly, and another; soon it was a steady rhythm, 
and he realized with nausea it was the headboard hitting 
the wall. The pair were having sex. Anger augmented in 
Chance with every second that passed until he rose, 
grabbing a blanket, and exited. He’d sleep on the couch. 


Chapter Thirty Three 


Damion awoke early the next morning. The arms 
engulfing him were warm in the dark, and the soft body 
against his breathed in steady rhythm. Closing his eyes for 
one more silent moment, the goth knew he might not have 
this, have Dom, forever; he would wake up some mornings 
completely alone, his own body the only thing keeping him 
warm. But even in those moments, he could exist—he was 
no longer empty, or dependent on others’ existence for life. 
He could live for himself, and it was the most freeing 
epiphany he’d ever experienced. 
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Chance looked up from his seat at the table when the 
door to Dom's room opened. The goth emerged and, seeing 
the jock eating cereal, promptly ignoring him, moving to the 
fridge and retrieving the remnants of last night’s dinner. The 
covers on the couch confused him, but it didn’t show. 

The silence was excruciating: Chance couldn’t take it, and 
resentment hit his skull flatly. “Well if it isn’t the fornicating 
witch himself,” he growled. 

Damion continued to ignore him. 

Chance barked, “Next time pull the bed away from the 
wall.” 

This answered several questions, why Chance had slept 
on the couch among them. “You got a problem with me 
fucking Dom?” 

The word was entirely too graphic; “When I can hear it.” 
Damion still wouldn’t look at him, turned to the microwave. 
“Are you just so horny you couldn’t wait till | wasn’t in the 
room next door?” 

“Maybe we did it because you were,” he snapped. 

Anger. “I’m sick of this.” 

He felt Chance’s deliberate gaze on his form, his 
bandages, and knew something was about to come forth. 


“Of what?” 

“Of this! When you’re not hurting yourself you're hurting 
him, and when you're not hurting him, you’re banging him!” 

Damion moved back to the fridge behind Chance. “He’s 
happy with me.” 

“How would you know? You don’t give a shit about him.” 

“How would you know what | care about?” he snarled in 
low but formidable defense. 

Chance reacted with indignation. “You’re using him and 
you know it.” 

With a slow, dark intensity, Damion turned, his eyes 
betraying nothing but searing indignation, which he pulled 
into darkness; slowly he lay hands on Chance’s shoulders. 
“And how would you know?” Feeling the jock tense, he slid 
hands down the other’s arms on the table, holding the 
wrists firmly. “You ever been as close to me as he is? You 
wanna sleep with me in a hospital bed and then tell me 
what | love?” he hissed in his ear. 

Chance had instantly fought, but found Damion’s grip to 
be stronger than he expected—he sat frozen in fear. He felt 
the goth behind him like a thunderstorm—all the rumors, 
the stories, flew through his head. 

Damion liked this—he liked having the jock afraid. It 
meant he wouldn’t ask questions. “While you’re listening, 
get this straight: Dom loves me. Nothing you can do is 
gonna change that. You hurt Dom, | hurt you—you turn on 
him just because he’s gay and lIl...” He paused, a leer 
coming to his face, “...I’ll hex you.” 

As the goth pulled away, something hit Chance: Damion’s 
tone wasn’t vicious, though he would have it seem so. 
Damion had just threatened him against hurting Dom, 
walking out on him; Damion was protecting Dom. “...You’re 
bluffing.” 

Damion turned from his plate on the counter—eyes 
caught Chance’s. “What?” 


“You're bluffing,” he repeated. “You’re not a devil- 
worshiper.” 

Defensive action was demanded; Chance couldn’t see 
him, he wouldn’t let Chance see him. “I’m the Freak. I’m 
either a schizo or a witch.” If he threw out lies, the jock 
would be lost in confusion, even if he didn’t believe them. 
“Maybe I’m both.” 

“No,” Chance rose to set his bowl in the sink, a small 
smile of triumph on his face: he was beginning to 
understand. “You’re right. Dom knows you. He wouldn’t do 
all this if you were a witch.” 

Damion was suddenly afraid of the jock’s eyes. “Maybe 
I’m blackmailing him. Maybe I’m a sadistic psycho.” 

Chance was suddenly reminded of the night Damion was 
jumped, when he picked Dom up for the game—the goth 
had been laughing, happy. He’d begun to trust that side of 
Damion, the goth in his entirety; what if he wasn’t wrong? 
What if that morning two weeks ago, he’d simply been lost? 
“I know Dom. He acts like he really likes you. He trusts you.” 

Damion was disoriented; where had this come from? 
Chance was supposed to hate him. “So? That never stopped 
you before.” 

“You hurt him... | did the same thing you would, if it had 
been me.” 

That Chance was comparing them caused both 
indignation and a softening of his ability to defend himself. 
Meeting the jock’s eyes, he was unprepared for the honesty 
he found. “...| never meant for things to happen like that.” 

He was beginning to believe this. Damion’s form slowly 
seemed less vicious, less harsh. Pausing, Chance noticed 
the gold flecks in his eyes—had he ever really stopped to 
look at Damion? Really look? For so many years he’d just 
shoved the goth out of his way, laughed as he walked past; 
he’d never truly slowed down to see. “What happened at 
the party? When Dom spent the night at your house?” he 


asked, tone loosening slightly. “...1 asked, but he just said 
James jumped him.” 

Damion still held back. “...That’s his secret. If he wants to 
tell you, that’s his choice.” 

The goth’s respect for Dom’s privacy and independence 
only affirmed what Chance had begun to see. “Did he tell 
you?” 

“Yesterday morning.” Things were growing entirely too 
calm—why was Chance looking at him like that? “He didn’t 
before I...” 

“.,.Before you were in the hospital.” 

Damion pulled out a fork and sat down at the table, back 
to Chance. “Yeah.” 

The jock remained where he stood, pausing. Finally he 
asked, “Why’d you do it?” 

“What.” Eyes fixed on the surface of the table. 

“Y'know... Everything. Drinking, and acid. And slitting 
your wrist.” 

A pause. “I lost control.” 

Not good enough. “Why.” 

“I just did, okay!” 

Chance paused, waiting as he saw something trying to 
surface in the goth. 

“I... | had sex with James.” 

Stunned. 

“l just... | hated you and Dom so much. | wanted to hurt 
everyone.” 

Still in shocked, “...Does Dom know?” 

“Yeah.” He attempted a smile and faded. “You were right. 
| hurt him on purpose.” 

James... Damion had... “You raped him?” 

Insulted, “There’s a lot you don’t know about James.” 

No—Chance walked over, leaning down next to him with 
both hands on the table. The goth’s face was guilt-ridden, 
sick. “James is straight. He’s done more girls than anyone.” 


Damion wouldn't take his eyes off the table. “He’s scared 
of himself.” 

“And you freed him, is that it?” Chance turned accusing. 
“You helped him see the light.” 

“James and | don’t get along.” 

“But you screwed him anyway.” 

He wouldn’t rise to the intensity. “I was angry at Dom and 
wanted to hurt him... | knew that was the best way. Dom 
knows what | did, and he forgives me. It’s over and done.” 

What was the goth saying? “Is that why Dom wanted to 
see James at the hospital? Because you told him on the 
phone?” 

He silently took a bit of pasta. “I guess so.” 

Chance pulled back, unsure. 

“l wanted to die... | thought Dom would never forgive 
me, and |... | couldn’t live with that.” 

“It didn’t occur to you that he might actually still care, 
and committing suicide would only hurt him more.” 

Ashamed, “I thought once he knew, he wouldn’t care.” 

Either Damion didn’t know Dom, or something else was 
working in his head. 

Softly he admitted, “My brother’s the only one who ever 
cared about me like that... | mean, when | screwed up or did 
the wrong thing... Even my parents...” 

He remained silent for a moment, appraising the 
situation. Either Damion was an excellent actor, or he was 
telling the truth; he remembered last night, the way his 
parents had acted, and realized that maybe Damion was 
being honest. At least, trying to be. “Dom cares.” 

Resigned, “I know.” 

He paused, then decided, “Next time think about that 
before you pull shit like this. You do that to him again, and 
I'll... FIL shove you in a gym locker.” 
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When Dom emerged hours later, Chance had already 

gone to school and Damion was out on the balcony 


smoking. Joining him, the quarterback offered a small kiss of 
greeting. “Hey.” 

Gray did nothing to dim the light in Dom’s eyes; Damion 
wouldn’t ever get tired of it. “...Chance left a few hours 
ago.” With a smile, “He said some of us are still trying to 
graduate.” 

Dom knew they’d have to return to school eventually; but 
it didn’t have to be today. The softness permeating 
Damion’s features caught his attention. “You okay?” 

“Yeah.” Smoke seeped from his lips. “We talked about 
you, about where you could live.” 

Brows raised slightly as Dom looked at him in mock 
astonishment. 

Damion elbowed him. “He said it would be okay, if you 
came to live with me. As long as | let you out on the 
weekends.” 

“How generous of you,” the jock returned. 
guys, y'know...” 

Damion affirmed, “We’re okay.” 

He wouldn’t ask. Whatever had happened, he was glad. 

“It’s your call, about where to stay.” 

Thinking, “...1 don’t know if I’m ready to, y’know... live... 
together.” 

“It’s not like we'd be living alone. My parents’ll be there.” 

Dating, kissing, sex, was all on one level; living together 
was an entirely different situation. He’d always thought of 
people who lived together before marriage errant, it wasn’t 
an option. But now... It was looking incredibly tempting. He 
could only sleep on the McKinney's’ couch for so long. 

Damion offered, “We could probably find you your own 
apartment somewhere, too. If you wanted to live alone.” 

It would be awkward, living with Damion in the same 
house as his parents, especially with the way things were 
now. The goth could force almost anything down their 
throats by sheer uncontrollability, but how far would they 
give in? Was it even giving in anymore, or just accepting 
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whatever Damion dished out? 

The thought brought up another question: what was best for 
Damion? Was it best if he lived somewhere else and left the 
goth alone in the house with his parents? Was it better to 
enter the battleground, could he even maintain neutrality in 
such a place, or would he be sucked into the war too? The 
conflict seemed to be giving in, each party stepping 
forward, but there was still so much to be done—they’d only 
scratched the surface of years lost. Last night was just the 
tip of the iceberg. 

The answer he felt best with was a startling one—perhaps 
it was best for Damion to live somewhere else, away from 
home, but not to the point of ignoring it completely. Maybe 
Damion needed a safe place simply to exist; did the goth 
really have a safe place, truly safe? The pond, maybe, but it 
was so full of memories it could never be a haven of true 
rest. But where could he go? All his extended family lived 
across the country, and never spoke to him anyway, just 
sent big checks. 

In the end, self-preservation won out: what would be best 
for himself? Was it worth getting caught up in a filial war? 
He had enough family problems as it was. But then, could 
he live on the McKinney's’ couch for another six months? 
There weren’t any other options for housing—he didn’t know 
any of the other teammates well enough to room with them, 
or even tell them the entire situation; the only other person 
he felt comfortable with was Angela, and her parents 
wouldn’t allow an unrelated teenage boy to live in the same 
house with their daughter. Even a gay one. And he wasn’t 
going to end up in a foster home. 

“How would | pay for an apartment?” Dom asked, trying 
not to lead. 

Damion shrugged. “My parents have money. I’ve got 
money. You could get a job if you really wanted to, and | 
could too...” Smoke flew from his lips. “If that’s what you 
want, we could work it out.” 


Dom inhaled, nodding slightly—he knew what he wanted. 
“You wanna get a place, y’know, for the two of us?” 

Damion’s mind halted abruptly. “You mean, like... living 
together? In our own place?” 

“Yeah. If you want to.” 

Living in an apartment, with Dom. Living on his own, 
away from the house. 

“You're almost eighteen, and | will be in another three 
months...” 

He’d thought about it before, moving away from home— 
away from the memories and pain, someplace entirely 
empty to begin again. Now he had someone to accompany 
him on the journey. “Yeah.” 

The goth jumped suddenly, cursing— 

“What?” Dom asked. 

Panic seized, then he realized it was the phone vibrating 
in his pocket. 

“You okay?” 

“Im fine,” he exhaled, then produced the offending 
machinery. “Just my phone.” Glancing at the caller ID, his 
face became stone. He brought it to his ear. “What the fuck 
d’you want?” 

Dom recognized the tone—it was his parents. 

“He’s busy. What do you want?” A long pause, then, 
Why should 1?” 

The goth hung up rather curtly, startling Dom. “What’s 
going on?” 

Damion replaced the phone, then leaned against the 
railing to finish his cigarette. “My dad wants to have lunch 
with you.” 

“What?” 

Amused, “Yeah. He wants me to drive us both to the house, 
and | can clean up while you and him ‘have a talk.’” 

Nervousness took hold in his gut. “...Why?” 

He shrugged. “Your guess’s as good as mine. Probably 
wants to pay you to leave and convince me I’m straight.” 
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Dom didn’t like the idea. “So... Are we going?” 

Damion exhaled the last drag. “I d’know. Your call.” 

If he had lunch with Victor, he could bring up the subject 
of an apartment, and the man would probably be more open 
to it if the request came from Dom and not his son. It was 
sad, but the truth. As Damion flicked the butt away, he 
decided, “Okay.” 
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Dom felt incredibly self-conscious stepping into the most 
expensive Italian restaurant in town—he’d never even come 
close to a place like this. The waiter led them to a table in 
the back. Sitting down, Dom caught sight of men in suits 
and elegant women in expensive looking jewelry. He 
suddenly felt wrong in his jeans and t-shirt. 

“Order anything you like,” Victor offered, picking up a 
menu. “I’m paying.” 

Thank God. If Dom had to pay, he’d have to sell 
everything he owned. 

Damion’s father was fairly silent, making small talk until 
their food arrived; out of courtesy Dom had ordered one of 
the least expensive-looking meals on the menu, which 
didn’t actually have any prices on it. Finally, when both had 
started into their main course, Victor took a serious tone. 

“So how did you meet Damion?” 

Swallowing self-consciously, “We got partnered for a 
project in history.” 

“Ah...” He was really trying. “And you’ve been dating...?” 

“Since September.” 

“And I’m assuming your argument has been resolved?” 

Embarrassed, “It was more of a misunderstanding.” He 
knew Damion would throttle him if he told his father the 
truth about what had happened with the team. And Dom 
didn’t know what the man’s reaction would be. “We're okay 
now.” 

That was all Victor needed—he didn’t want to know too 
many more details about his son’s relationship with his 


boyfriend. “How do your parents feel about all this?” 

He skirted it. “They haven't really said much.” 

“They know?” 

“Yeah.” 

After a pause, the man tried again, 
the sport equipment in the garage.” 

“Yeah.” 

“So you know about the accident.” 

Swallowing nervously, “...Yeah. Mr. A, I’m really sorry...” 

Victor brushed it off. “Call me dad.” 

It unnerved him. Suddenly he felt bolder. “Look, with all 
respect, Mr. A, I’m not your son. Damion is. And he needs 
you.” 

It made the man uncomfortable, and he chose to ignore 
it, finally broaching the cause of the meeting. “Dom, my 
wife and I have discussed it, and we feel it would be best for 
everyone if Damion took some time away from the house.” 

What? 

“Damion obviously doesn’t appreciate all we have done 
for him, and Julian has been getting worse every year. It 
isn’t healthy for her to continue having Damion in the 
house.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“We feel it would be best if Damion lived somewhere else 
for a while.” For good. “We’ve discussed resident programs 
in the mental hospital and—” 

“You're not shutting him away.” 

The man took it in stride. “I believe you’re right. We’ve 
sent him to psychiatrists, but none of them could handle 
him.” 

Big surprise. 

“He refuses to take his medication, and I’m not sure it 
would do much good anyway. They couldn’t accurately 
prescribe anything because they couldn’t get a proper 
diagnosis.” 

Another big surprise. 
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“To get straight to the point, I’d be willing to rent a condo 
here in town, if you would live with him. | wouldn’t be 
putting this on you, but | don’t trust him to be on his own.” 

Soft foreign music played in the background, plates 
clanked together; the grapes hanging from the ceiling 
reflected the soft light. Dom couldn’t believe this was 
happening. He paused, taking a drink of water before 
stating, “I’d love to.” 

2K KKK 

Damion threw the plastic trash bag into the dumpster 
rather violently. He’d spent the last two hours picking up 
bottles and scrubbing blood out of the carpets; he’d 
forgotten how messed up he'd been, how lost and utterly 
vacant. He now understood the look on his parents’ faces— 
their home had been a mess of pain. He never wanted to 
look his ruin in the face like that again, and was only glad 
Dom hadn't seen it. 

Stepping back into the house, he called, “Ma!” then 
caught sight of the basketball by the door—he picked it up, 
giving it a toss; maybe he could shoot hoops to clear his 
head. Feet followed the loop around to the kitchen: his 
mother was baking some sort of breaded dish. 

“Oh, honey, there you are,” Julian smiled at him. “Have 
you seen Adi? The game is starting soon.” 

It hurt deeper than anything. “Ma, Adi’s dead.” 

It startled her, but she smiled feebly to cover it. “Don’t be 
ridiculous. He’s upstairs in his room. Let him know the game 
is starting? It’s his favorite team.” 

He felt like smacking her, screaming at her and retreating 
to his room for marijuana and blood—he knew just where 
he’d place the knife, exactly how hard he’d push, how much 
damage he’d invoke. 

But he didn’t. An idea slipped past his mind, and he 
pulled it back for a second glance. “C’mon,” he started. 

She looked up at him. “What?” 


He put the basketball down on the chair and moved 
toward the garage. “We're going for a drive.” 

“| need to finish—” 

He needed this more. “It’ll be here when we get back.” 
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The road was still wet from the snow, and as Damion 
pulled his Jaguar off to the side, water jumped from beneath 
the tires. The world was white all around, even the trees 
gleamed, but his innards were blacker than anything. 

Julian wasn’t quite sure what was happening—her son 
seemed upset, almost angry, and wouldn’t even glance in 
her direction. He pulled off at a random curve in the road 
and parked the car. 

He took a breath before asking, “Do you remember this?” 

She looked puzzled. “This road? | drive on it all the time.” 

“I mean, this part of the road,” he clarified. “Do you 
remember what happened here?” 

It bothered her, as if somewhere, deep down, she did; but 
her mind couldn’t remember clearly. “...1 don’t know.” 
Confused, “What are we doing here, Damion?” 

He kept his gaze fixed ahead. “You see the skid marks on 
the road?” 

She had to lean forward to see them—they were there, as 
if a vehicle had swung around backwards before leaving the 
road. It disturbed her. “Yes...” 

He continued to stare; he didn’t need to look to know 
what he would see. “You see the tree, over on the right?” 
Julian felt something in her, some sadness struggling to rise, 
and she fought to find a handle on it. Her eyes wandered 
past the car window and down the small slope into a line of 
trees—the largest one, now leafless in the winter air, looked 
to be thinner on one side, marred. “I... | don’t know...” 

“You remember going to the hospital?” Do you remember 
ignoring me, walking right past my room? “Do you 
remember the doctors telling you about it?” 

It was falling into place. “No, I...” 


He was controlled, leading. “You remember the funeral, 
when Dad said he’d lost the best son he’d ever had? He 
went on and on about how great he was, how there wasn’t 
anyone like him, how he was a bright star in a dark world...” 

Suddenly it fell on her memory, and its effect was a soft 
Shatter. “...Adi...” 

It felt good, hearing her acknowledge it. “He’s dead, Ma. 
He died four years ago.” 

“| remember...” Then she remembered something else 
—“You were with him.” 

He put up the wall, shutting her out. “You don’t care.” 

“What?” she puzzled. 

“Maybe you don’t remember everything,” he growled. 
“You don’t care. You didn’t give a damn. | didn’t matter.” 

“Honey...” 

His gaze turned cold. “I was the bad kid. Adi was your 
favorite. That’s how it was.” 

“Damion...” 

He wasn’t listening. “Remember when | tried to kill myself 
—when you found me and unlocked the door? When Dad 
called the ambulance, then went back and finished his 
paperwork?” 

“Damion...” 

“Then when he did come, he said he wished I’d bled 
longer, so everything would be over?” 

Her son’s guarded, yet crushed voice evoked a maternal 
sympathy. “Honey, he didn’t mean it.” 

He pulled out a cigarette and rolled down his window. “He 
seemed pretty damn sure of it at the time.” 

“He was scared,”—her eyes were soft, looking to her son 
in honesty—“We both were. We didn’t know what to do.” 

“Exactly.” He expelled a stream of smoke. “He wanted me 
dead.” 

She remembered everything vividly now: the accident, 
Damion’s suicide attempt, seeing him bleeding on the 
bathroom floor, the panic that hit her. She’d always wanted 


r 


to forget, and she’d though Damion wanted the same. 
Maybe he didn’t; maybe forgetting was the worst thing to 
do. “Your father loves you, sweetie. Sometimes...” How 
could she explain? “...Sometimes he doesn’t want to handle 
things. He doesn’t like seeing you so hurt, and not being 
able to do anything about it. He doesn’t like feeling like 
things are out of his control.” 

“And I’m his constant reminder,” the goth growled. “He 
wanted me dead because he couldn’t look me in the face 
without seeing his life wasn’t perfect.” 

She paused, then asked, “May I have one?” 

Damion glanced over—she was looking at his pack of 
cigarettes. “What?” 

She repeated, “Can | have one?” 

“I... | guess so...” What was going on? He watched with 
confusion as she removed a cigarette and picked up his 
lighter. To Damion’s surprise, she handled it well, and it only 
took her two tries, then the paper ignited. 

Julian rolled down her window, inhaling. She only coughed 
Slightly. “When he’s hurt or scared, he doesn't like dealing 
with it, so he works and ignores it.” 


“Ignores me.” 

Something wouldn’t release its hold. “...You were in the 
car, with Adi.” 

Growling, “Wow, you don’t miss a thing.” 

“No, | mean...” She tried to articulate. “... You lost Adi, 


too.” 

It tripped the anger. “Why the fuck would you care? You 
can just forget it whenever you want to, why would anyone 
else matter?” 

“But—” 

“You think you’re so innocent and you never do anything. 
You're the fucking worst!” 

“j” 

“You think it’s easy for me to just sit there and watch 
while you scramble all around the house looking for your 


goddamn favorite son? | just get to sit there and take it until 
Dad fucking yells at me to tell you so you shut up!” 

It hit her hard. 

“And | mean, I’m sorry | can’t just grow a jockstrap-worthy 
body and play on the fucking football team, because that 
would make everything better. You wouldn’t have to pretend 
| don’t exist, and Dad would fucking come home from work 
every now and then!” 

She was in tears. 

“Or maybe | could just take my medication and walk 
around spaced out so | couldn’t hurt myself or even think 
straight! Maybe | could just take them all at once and die so 
you wouldn't have to fucking deal with me anymore!” 

“Damion...” 

Finally he burst, “Why the hell are you smoking!” 

The silence was harsh and heavy like water. “I...” she 
muttered, “...| used to smoke. Before | met your father...” 

What? Suddenly he noticed another car pulling up—his 
dad’s car. 

Shit. 


” 
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Victor had been discussing football with Dom when he 
saw the Jaguar pulled to the side of the road—the site of the 
accident. A stern look came to his face, and he stopped on 
the opposite side. 

“Mr. A?...” Dom asked, instantly wary for Damion. 

Victor wasn’t listening. “That boy...” he growled to 
himself, exiting the car. He made his way across the wet 
road; it was then he caught sight of the cigarette in his 
wife’s hand, her tear-stained face. “Damion!” he barked. 

Dom slid out of his seat, unsure what to do. 

2K KKK 

Damion saw his father leave the car, heard the anger in 
his voice, and recognized it: he had broken the rules again. 

“Julian, get out of the car!” his father was ordering 
through the open window. He’d reached them. 


To his surprise, his mother didn’t obey. Sniffling slightly, 
she said, “I’m talking to Damion.” 

Victor’s eyes flared dangerously. “You’re not supposed to 
be here, we discussed this, and Damion knows that.” 

The goth was staring at his steering wheel, ignoring them. 

“He was just trying to help,” Julian tried not to cry. “I... | 
was hurting him, asking for Adi. He just wanted to help.” 
The things her son barked at her circled her mind, still being 
developed. “He just wanted to help me.” 

Victor didn’t believe it, and he opened the car door, 
helping her out. “Go sit in the car. l'Il take care of this.” 

“I’m not losing him, Victor,” she asserted, suddenly bolder 
as she emerged fully into the cold winter air. “We already 
lost one son, and | won't lose him too.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the man returned. He snatched the 
cigarette out of her hand, throwing it to the ground as he 
tried to rationalize what he was saying—he had to be strong 
for them both, even as memories of last night flashed 
through his head. He could still see his son’s mutilated body. 
“He’s not going anywhere, and that’s the problem. He’s not 
good for you. The sooner he’s gone, the better.” 

Dom stood on the opposite side of the road, hearing the 
conversation—how could they say such things so calmly? 

Julian glanced into the car, seeing her son’s vacant face. 
“.,. don’t want to see him die...” 

“He’s not going to die,” Victor asserted. “He’s sitting right 
there.” 

Tears came to her eyes once more—she couldn’t help it. 
“We almost lost him this weekend! How do you know he’s 
not going to overdose, or... or cut himself again? What if no 
one is there to find him?” 

Victor didn’t know, and that’s what scared him the most. 
He saw his only son sitting in an expensive car, wearing 
expensive clothes—he had everything he’d ever asked for; 
and yet, something wasn’t right. Somehow he'd withheld 
something from Damion, and he didn’t know what it was. He 


was scared to think that somehow, Damion’s pain was his 
fault. 

And so he ignored it, just like his eldest son’s death and 
his wife’s mental illness and his remaining son’s suicide 
attempts; if he didn’t think about them, they didn’t exist. 
“Get in the car, Julian.” 

Without a word, his wife obeyed. 
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Dom slid in next to Damion, closing the door as his 
parents drove away. Victor was right: the goth couldn’t 
remain in this war zone. 

Damion continued to stare blankly at the steering wheel. 

“Hon...” the jock tried, resting a hand on his knee. 

“How was lunch?” 

Dom smiled slightly—“We’re getting our own place. In 
town.” 

Damion still wouldn’t meet his gaze, and the jock quietly 
turned the goth’s head towards him. “We’re okay.” 

It took a moment to sink in, the fact that he was still alive. 
He no longer depended on their presence for his existence, 
their lives for his. Regardless of what they said or did, he 
was breathing—he was living. And if they wished he weren't, 
or that he were something and someone else, that was their 
own problem; he needn’t take that upon himself and 
internalize it. He no longer hated himself because of what 
they thought. They didn’t have the power to manipulate him 
anymore—he wouldn’t let them have that power. 

Finally his eyes glanced up to Dom’s, meeting them 
solidly. “...Yeah. We are.” 


Chapter Thirty Four 


“What kind of chips do you want?” Dom was standing 
beside the pump where Damion filled the car. 

The goth considered. “...Doritos, and Bugles. Oh, and 
those... Raychips.” 

“Sunchips?” Dom laughed. 

A growl, “Don’t bitch the one who’s paying.” 

“Right...” He made his way towards the store. 

The goth watched Dom go with a content half-smile—it 
was Damion’s eighteenth birthday, and they’d spent the 
entire day at the Aquarium. Dom had it all planned out. The 
week before they’d gone to get tattoos, and the jock 
startled him with his choice: Dom now had a pink triangle at 
the base of his back. Damion’s own choice had been less 
bold in the way of social taboos: the knotwork symbol of life 
broadly across his chest. Dom wore his tattoo proudly, no 
longer afraid to display his truth, and he held Damion’s 
hand the entire day at the Aquarium, even kissing him in 
the shark exhibit when no one was looking. 

At first the goth was wary of publicizing their relationship 
in such a way. But as the day wore on and no one stopped 
them, or even said anything, malicious or otherwise, about 
it, he relaxed. By the end of the day he was enjoying the 
strange looks and attempted discreet pointings they 
received. At one point he’d been bold enough to slip an arm 
around Dom’s waist, and the freeing sensation of doing such 
a thing in public only augmented the pleasure of the act 
itself. 

And now it was Dom’s plan to return to their condo— 
they’d both gotten jobs and were well on their way to 
affording rent—and watch a number of films they’d both 
selected; the sports-centered films were slowly growing on 
Damion; he’d never admit it, but it was true. 


He hadn’t cut in three weeks, the longest he’d gone yet. 
He reaffirmed his promise to Dom, and now they'd often go 
over to the park and shoot hoops or just mess around. He’d 
tried to stop weed and failed, and it was still a source of 
contention between them—Damion failed to see the 
objections, and Dom denied its positive effects. They’d 
spent several long nights bickering over it, rare harsh words 
heard and forgiven. It would have to end eventually, and 
neither knew how. Right now, it didn’t matter; they refused 
to allow a plant to ruin their relationship. 

When the stitches came out, Damion wasn’t sure how to 
handle it; after all, the bandage had covered everything for 
weeks. People were talking all over school about how he’d 
tried to kill himself or that he’d gone crazy and ripped 
himself to pieces—the goth almost laughed at how true the 
rumors were. Now he simply wore a trench coat everywhere. 
Only in the presence of Dom or Michael would he remove it. 
The nurse had managed to get the pair his number before 
Damion’s discharge from the hospital, and now all were 
good friends. 

Watching his boyfriend enter the convenience store, 
Damion couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride in what they 
accomplished. 
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Dom was standing before the refrigerator glass, chips in 
hand, when the bell announcing more customers curved the 
air. 

“Dj’you see the look on his face?” 

“He was all, ‘She never told me.’” 

Dom knew those voices—turning, he saw Brick, Bennet, 
Phillip and Evan moving unknowingly in his direction. 

Dom acted nonchalant. He hadn’t really seen them 
around school, since he concentrated on avoiding them as 
long as possible—Jake had set the precedent that day in Pre- 
Cal, and the holidays only augments the rumors. Now he 
couldn’t evade them. 


Brick saw him first. “Hey Sal,” he greeted. 

Dom turned, hiding his surprise: the jock sounded 
completely normal. “Hey...” he returned. 

Evan hung back looking slightly disgruntled, and the 
others were hesitant. But Brick continued on, ignoring their 
reaction. “Stocking up for the winter?” 

Dom glanced down at the bag of chips and candy he 
juggled; taking courage, he matched his friend’s tone. 
“Damion’s birthday,” he explained. “We’re just on our way 
home.” 

“| hear you got your own place.” 

“Yeah, over in the North development.” 

“Lucky Number Seven’s sold out to the richies, huh?” 

“Damion’s dad is helping us,” he smiled back. “At least, 
till we’re making enough to take over the rent.” 

Finally Evan asked, “So, you and Damion...” 

It was the question, the turning point—“Yeah,” he replied 
laxly. “I guess things are getting pretty serious, too.” 

“Well, if you’re living together,” Brick took it in stride, 
laughing. 

An idea surfaced, crazy and probably to be rejected 
instantly. “Y’know,” Dom added, retrieving a two liter of 
soda, “We're having a kind of party tomorrow night, with 
some friends,” Michael had brought them into his ring of 
friends, artists mostly. “...lf you wanna come...” 

Philip looked uneasy. 

“Most of ’em are straight,” he added in response. 

After a moment, Brick asserted, “Sure. What time?” 

It hit Dom like a soft sonic boom. “I... ’Round nine.” As an 
afterthought, “Here,” he produced an old receipt from his 
pocket, then, “Anyone got a pen?” Phillip did. Dom used a 
Shelf to write. “Here’s the address.” Brick took it when he 
was done. “It’s on the left, right when you’re coming in.” 

“Cool,” Brick nodded. “I'll be there.” 
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When Dom slid back into the car, Damion was on the 
phone. “I really think...” he was saying; then he saw his 
boyfriend. “Here he is, Mrs. Sal—you can tell him yourself.” 

Dom looked over in confusion. “What?” 

Damion’s brow had furrowed. “...You sure?” he asked the 
phone. 

Then, to Dom’s surprise, the goth set it on the stand and 
turned on the speaker. His mother’s voice came over the 
line, slurred and lax. 

“Yeah... Jus’ give him a message for me?” 

“Okay,” Damion replied, glancing to Dom. 

His mother began. “...Jus’ tell him... Tell’m it was for his 


own good.” 

Dom stopped short. 

An airy breath. “...He deserves better than what | gave 
him.... | Knew you could take care of him better’n | could.” 


Dom's eyes were fixed on the phone; Damion’s eyes were 
on Dom. 

“l know John’s no good.... But | can’t leave him... | told 
him on purpose ‘cuz | don’t want Dom to be run over like 
that. He deserves better than to be run over like that...” 

Dom’s visage was confused, torn. 

“I knew he'd be okay with you... Take good care of’m for 
me, ‘kay?” 

There was a pause, then Dom managed, “I love you, 
Mom.” 

The line went dead. 
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Walking through the door with several plastic grocery 
bags, Damion felt Dom’s taciturn mood. Their home was 
smaller, but spacious—they still hadn’t figured out what to 
do with the second bedroom. Victor had rented it out of 
conscience; after all, if he provided necessary housing for 
two straight men, it wasn’t his fault if they chose to sleep 
together. The small condo now felt like home to them, the 
one place they knew to be safe. They could exist together 


here, not worrying about who was upstairs or fearful of 
someone seeing them in their intimacy. 

The goth set the bags on the counter, then turned to find 
Dom sitting down on the couch; his eyes were sad, vague. 
Unloading the soda, he tried, “...She loves you, y’know...” 

Dom didn’t look up. “I know.” 

When the jock continued to remain quiet, Damion left the 
bags half unloaded and moved to his boyfriend; without 
qualm he sat forward-wise on Dom’s lap. “Where do you 
want your piercing?” 

This surprised Dom, and he looked up in confusion. 
“What?” 

He grinned in dominance. “When | got out of the hospital, 
you promised | could give you a piercing on my birthday.” 
He thought Dom had forgotten. “It’s my birthday. Where do 
you want a piercing?” 

Dom did remember; he played dumb anyway. “I never 
said—” 

“I like the idea of a belly button ring,” he joked, drinking 
in the good-natured resistance. “Or maybe your nipples.” 

Living with Damion had brought him beyond shyness. “l 
d’know...” he teased. “I always thought people with nipple 
piercings were sluts...” 

With an evil smile the goth kissed him, perhaps a bit 
longer than necessary. “...Damn straight.” 

Dom was thankful for Damion in every way; he knew just 
how to lift his sadness. “...l’m not gay enough for a belly 
button piercing...” he tried, hands coming to rest on the 
goth’s sides. 

“Says the man with a triangle tattoo.” He was ready to 
jump away if Dom tried to tickle him. 

“Alright. But it better not hurt.” 

Rising, Damion taunted, “Pussy.” 
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It didn’t hurt as much as Dom feared, though he 

suspected Damion of not leaving the ice on long enough 


before using the needle. Afterward the goth rinsed it with 
rubbing alcohol, and as Dom stood before the mirror, seeing 
what he had become—a gay man living alone with his 
partner, with a belly button ring and a gay tattoo—he 
wondered how his old self would have viewed him. He had 
changed so much, learned so much about himself; Damion 
had shown him so much about life. 

“C’mon,” Damion coaxed. “First one to the remote picks 
the movie.” 

The thought was lost as he raced down the hall, pushing 
Damion out of the way when the goth tried to tackle him for 
the remote. In the end he won by default—Damion couldn’t 
fight and be tickled at the same time. 


Epilogue 


He’d come to say goodbye. 

Damion knelt on the bank of the pond, serenely confident 
in the darkness. A crescent moon shone in iridescence 
above the naked treetops, and as he closed his eyes, an 
almost melody flowed through him and into the earth. The 
knife in his hand felt good, familiar; raised flames pressed 
his palm like the details of a portrait, and he flicked the 
blade out with a small gesture. He’d come to say goodbye. 

Years had covered the evidence of his last visit here, and 
the entire realm engulfing him was white at the base, then 
black as eyes wandered up; the pond was frozen over, but 
he knew the border without a second glance. It was their 
favorite place, he and Adi’s—their favorite place in the 
world. It didn’t matter here if their parents cared about one 
more than the other, or if one was queer and the other 
Straight. It didn’t matter if one were dead and the other 
alive. 

He’d removed his coat and shirt; cold air bit his tattooed 
Skin in a dance he knew all too well, and for once, he didn’t 
ignore the sensation—he was coming to enjoy the world 
around him, how the silence seemed to focus the mind. 

He had dug a hole in the earth before him. Adi was not in 
a cemetery, beneath a headstone, locked in a casket; he 
was not the final corpse he’d pleaded to in the rain. Adi was 
here. He was all around, every place they’d ever played, 
wrestled, swam, in every tree that had caught their 
laughter. And he’d come to say goodbye. 

Without a sound the goth lay his blade in the earth and 
buried it. As he sealed the tomb, the burial place of 
unnamed pain and flowing blood, a gust of wind filled his 


lungs—he was alive. 
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The fruits of the Spirit are love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness and self-control. Against 
these, there is no law. 

Dom sat on the edge of his bed, cracked leather Bible in 
his upturned hands; he read the verse with a calm never 
present before. He’d made love with his husband that night, 
and the memory remained with him, the intimacy of it. He 
no longer worried that somehow, he’d go to hell for it, or 
God wouldn't love him because of it. He no longer needed 
the love of another to be; the only love mandatory was his 
own—it was the only foundation he needed, the solitude of 
spirit. He would not allow others to take his faith from him, 
or damn him. 

Looking back, he could not have said how things began— 
it all seemed to flow together, a giant current leading him to 
this place, this reality. He wondered at the change, knowing 
that after all the panic, guilt and doubt, the pain and 
jealousy and shame, he was happier here. He was proud of 
what he had become. 

So Dominic mastered his Bible and Damion buried his 
blade, and both took a deep breath of air. 


The End 


